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TO LEAD FOR GOOD
Governance is about leadership and 
ensuring that an organisation is 
effectively and properly run.
These strategic partnerships are 
mutually benecial because these 
organisations can gain a deeper, 
more comprehensive understanding 
of the humanitarian sector, while we 
are able to draw upon their 
expertise to assist in areas where 
we do not have resources to 
allocate to.
... p. 26
COVER STORY
TO CARE AND TO SHARE
If we can make some of them happy, 
I think we have achieved something – 
for them to remember that there are 
still people in the community who 
care for them.
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STORIES FROM THE GROUND
Dear readers,
Happy New Year! 
In this sixth edition of Catalyst Asia, we kick off 2018 
by highlighting Singapore stories of social enterprises 
and corporations working towards a common goal – 
making a positive impact on those in need. 
Social entrepreneurship has gotten a lot of coverage 
and that is for a great reason! More and more people 
realise that you can do good and do well at the same 
time. Corporations are also in for the action. 
Corporate giving is a two-way street – it benets not 
only the beneciaries, but also provides members of 
the organisations with emotional satisfaction.
We are delighted to partner National Volunteer & 
Philanthropy Centre (NVPC) for this special edition of 
Catalyst Asia, sharing our vision and support for 
building a thriving society of Singapore. Similarly, 
NVPC believes that companies are becoming an 
important gateway and mobiliser in inspiring more to 
give back to the community, and that leadership from 
all sectors will be needed as we strive to become a 
Giving Nation. We all want the art of change making 
to have a ripple effect on generations to come.
 
You will read stories from societal leaders such as 
Zhang Tingjun of Mercy Relief, who shared about what 
makes her organisation go that extra mile to do what it 
does. We have insights from NTUC’s Zainal Sapari on 
his drive to raise as much funds as he can in order to 
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Acting Executive Director, 
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help the disadvantaged. We also dug up the secret of 
how to instil in employees a sense of corporate social 
responsibility from PropNex’s CEO, Ismail Gafoor, and 
many others.
We hope you will be inspired by the stories we 
feature, and be invigorated by their ideas and 
tenacity. I invite all of you to read additional stories 
and watch documentaries on 
isl.smu.edu.sg/catalystasia. 
Another great accompanying piece is our Digital 
Narratives of Asia on isl.smu.edu.sg/dna – in-depth 
interviews of those who have shaped or contributed to 
Asia’s rich and diverse history. 
Please do reach out to us (isl@smu.edu.sg) if you have 
stories you would like us to feature or topics that you 
would like us to cover. 
Warm regards,
There is no refuge from the sultry weather 
at Dignity Kitchen – Singapore’s rst 
hawker training school and food court run 
by disadvantaged and disabled people. In 
fact, the heat emanating from its various 
food stalls only adds to the sweat-inducing 
atmosphere. And yet, this food court in 
Serangoon is still the go-to-place for lunch 
for most working professionals and 
residents around the area. 
For technical director David Marren and 
the rest of the Swire Pacic Offshore (SPO) 
team, tucking into their favourite hawker 
dishes will always leave a sweet taste in 
their mouths. This is because three years 
ago, 40 employees from its head ofce 
participated in Dignity Kitchen’s social 
outreach programme, Lunch Treat for the 
Elderly, as part of the company’s 40th 
anniversary celebrations and Singapore’s 
50th birthday. 
Working in teams, they donned aprons 
and chef hats and worked alongside the 
food court vendors to whip up lunch for 
more than 60 elderly folks from Moral 
Home for the Aged and SASCO Senior 
Citizen Home. They learned how to make 
Chinese buns, marinate meats, and 
prepare local favourites like nasi lemak, 
mee siam, shball noodles and pulut hitam 
(black glutinous rice). When the elderly 
guests arrived for lunch, friendly SPO staff 
guided them to their seats, took their food 
orders, served them, and mingled with 
them as they ate.
EYE OPENER
David was among those who volunteered. 
His task was to prepare bowls of noodles 
for the guests. Instead of mulling over the 
technicalities of ofce work, he now had to 
go behind the wok and deliberate over the 
specic amount of ingredients to be used 
in his dishes.
COOKING FOR A CAUSE04
It was certainly an experience like no 
other for David. By putting themselves in 
the shoes of the hawkers for a day, 
David and his colleagues garnered a 
deeper understanding of the trials faced 
by hawkers.
“We often go to hawker centres and enjoy 
the tasty food. What we do not realise is 
how difcult this job really is. Hawkers are 
some of the world’s unsung heroes as they 
go through life feeding a nation”.
At Dignity Kitchen, the “heroes” come from 
a myriad of disadvantaged backgrounds, 
providing SPO staff with a different 
perspective on life.
“The drinks stall was manned by someone 
who was hearing-impaired, and the rule 
was for everyone to order a drink using 
sign language. Seeing the staff learn how 
to communicate via sign language was 
certainly a humbling and memorable 
experience,” shared 25-year-old Wong 
Yeewen, an assistant manager at SPO.
In fact, the staff was so moved by what 
they went through that SPO now regularly 
supports Dignity Kitchen by ordering bento 
sets for all its corporate events.
Dignity Kitchen’s general manager, Yeo 
Hiok Keat, spoke of the importance of such 
collaborations between corporations and 
social enterprises. “One key reason why we 
have events like Lunch Treat for the Elderly 
is for people from our society to understand 
the disadvantaged better. 
“It is through this kind of 
get-togethers that we really see 
the real fabric of society and 
recognise the disparity – this is 
not something you can see in 
shopping malls or offices.
“Dignity Kitchen has more than 500 
trainees with special needs, and with 
support from organisations like SPO, we 
are able to provide these trainees with 
proper training so that they can go out and 
gain employment. It is denitely mutually 
benecial in that sense,” said Hiok Keat.
THE LEGACY LIVES ON
Today, SPO regularly organises events to 
help the less fortunate and sees its staff 
continue to volunteer their time and sweat 
to various causes.
In 2016, it partnered Central Singapore 
CDC, Peace Connect, and Singapore 
Shipping Association to work on a series 
of three Singapore-themed murals in 
Kampong Glam. The aim – to brighten the 
living environment of the residents staying 
in one-room ats there. 
Last year, in celebration of International 
Seafarers Day, SPO tied up with local 
NGO, Waterways Watch Society, to 
carry out an environmental clean-up 
activity. About 40 employees cycled and 
got on paddle boats and kayaks to 
collect debris and rubbish around the 
Kallang River area. 
Nick Williams, global head for business 
improvement at SPO, had this advice for 
other rms looking to do similar corporate 
volunteering projects: “Explore 
partnerships with like-minded partners and 
grassroots organisations that are 
well-aligned to your corporate focus so 
that you can synergise efforts to make a 
bigger impact on beneciaries.
“We are currently embarking on a 
strength-based volunteering journey to 
share our varied expertise with the social 
sector. We hope to do larger-scale 
activities as part of the Swire Legacy 
project, to rally companies in the Swire 
group of companies in Singapore and 
our like-minded partners to come 
together to organise meaningful CSR 
projects together.”
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Although the joy of handing out cash 
donations to various charities seemed 
satisfying enough, the people at Dun & 
Bradstreet – a company under Infocredit 
Pte Ltd – felt that they could always take 
things a step further.
Since its inception in 1995, Infocredit has 
been consistently donating to charities such 
as the Singapore Children’s Society, as well 
as making in-kind contributions to Typhoon 
Haiyan’s Disaster Relief efforts in 2013.
However, Matthias Chen wanted Dun & 
Bradstreet's corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) to go beyond giving money, in order 
to focus on deeper engagement with 
beneciaries through volunteerism. 
GOING BEYOND 
WITH GRIT AND DETERMINATION
So in 2014, the marcom and product 
manager, along with two others, came up 
with a programme called “Infocredit Cares” 
to foster greater team spirit, open 
communication, pro-activeness, and a sense 
of social volunteerism among the staff.
“It was inspired by our belief that CSR 
should go beyond cash donations, 
bringing greater empowerment and 
making a real difference to the 
underprivileged in society through 
employee volunteerism and contributions,” 
said Matthias, who has been with the 
company since April 2011.
To mark its rst foray into doing good 
beyond nances, the company organised 
a mid-autumn festival elderly outreach at 
Kembangan-Chai Chee seniors activity 
centre, where they provided senior citizens 
with goodie bags containing daily 
essentials such as toiletries.
A year later, they turned their attention to 
helping children in need. Working with 
Towner Gardens School, Infocredit Cares 
reached out to 230 children with 
intellectual disabilities and 70 caregivers.
They also teamed up with Aii Singapore, a 
social enterprise which advocates equal 
opportunity in life. Single mothers and 
women-in-distress working with Aii 
Singapore were involved in preparing candy 
bags for the children and their caregivers.
THE BIRTH OF GRIT
But Matthias wanted to do more. 
Something more permanent. So in 2016, 
he founded Growing Relationships in 
Teams (GRIT), to use sports as a vehicle to 
empower the lives of underprivileged 
athletes. Partnering with Special Olympics 
Singapore (SOC), GRIT reects on 
Infocredit’s vision of enabling everyone to 
recognise the importance and value of 
teamwork in achieving common goals. 
An annual event, GRIT kicked off with 75 
athletes and their caregivers taking part in 
fun games with a twist like blindfolded 
relay run, water bottle bowling, as well as 
CrossFit workouts. Volunteers from 
Infocredit were also involved.
“Through the spirit of GRIT, we aim to instil in 
all stakeholders the importance of embracing 
diversity, looking past our differences and 
recognising the value of teamwork in 
achieving goals,” explained Matthias.
About 100 employees from Infocredit’s Dun & 
Bradstreet, Credit Bureau and Singapore 
Commercial Credit Bureau are currently 
involved with GRIT. Matthias noted that their 
partnership with SOC will be a long-term one.
THE JOURNEY AHEAD
Infocredit Cares has been running smoothly 
for about four years now. Matthias claims 
that this has not only benetted those at the 
receiving end of the CSR programme but 
also the staff volunteers.
“I think CSR has denitely helped us foster 
a culture of social volunteerism among our 
employees and brought us closer to 
making a real difference to the lives of the 
beneciaries,” he noted.
“We are deeply encouraged by what we 
see in terms of better staff engagement 
and well-being, higher overall productivity, 
and in unlocking creativity into our work 
which is needed for ensuring the 
sustainability of businesses these days.” 
Matthias added: “We are looking to scale 
up the Ultimate Grit Challenge in 2018 
with the aim of ensuring deeper interactions 
between Infocredit employees and the 
beneciaries, and introducing new 
sporting experiences. There will also be 
plans to adopt more beneciaries in the 
long-term as there are potential synergies. 
“I believe the more critical considerations 
for our future CSR plans would rst be to 
see how we can make use of our own 
internal capabilities and resources to make 
a difference in the lives of others, as well 
as how such engagements could contribute 
to the sustainability of our business in 
the long-term.”
It is abundantly clear that Matthias and his 
team started Infocredit Cares with a goal 
in mind – to ensure that their CSR efforts 
remain sustainable in the long-term and 
not just be a one-off thing. And their 
journey to get to where they are now in 
terms of CSR efforts has been an 
admirable one. So it is not surprising that 
Matthias has these words of wisdom for 
other companies that are considering 
incorporating CSR into their work culture. 
“It’s important to track and monitor the 
CSR programmes on an ongoing basis. It 
is also about nding creative opportunities 
to strengthen the business and contributing 
back to society at the same time.
“Most importantly, recognise the 
fact that corporate social 
responsibility is not just about a 
one-off charitable donation or 
corporate philanthropy,” 
advised Matthew. AC
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BREAKING BARRIERS 
AND MINDSETS 
Diagnosed with muscular dystrophy at the 
tender age of 15, Sherena Loh did not think 
she would live to see a future past 25. 
Today, at 58 years old, she has not only 
overcome all odds, she is also the executive 
director of the Muscular Dystrophy 
Association Singapore (MDAS), happily 
married, and aunts the same ghting spirit. 
MDAS is a self-help organisation formed in 
March 2000 with Sherena as one of the 
founding members. Its aim is to not just 
empower people who suffer from muscular 
dystrophy – a group of muscle diseases that 
causes progressive weakness and loss of 
muscle – but to help families cope as well. 
With around 140 beneciaries from as 
young as two weeks old, together with 300 
family members, it is no surprise that the 
organisation needs all the help it can get. 
Sherena believes the sentiment surrounding 
volunteerism in Singapore has to change. 
ALTERING MINDSETS TOP-DOWN 
Despite being a strong advocate for giving 
back to society, Sherena is also aware of the 
attitude some may possess towards 
volunteering. “I understand that people these 
days are too busy, and parting with a dollar 
is easier to them than giving up an hour of 
their time," she says.
However, she is condent that this way of 
thinking can be shifted, starting from the top. 
“The leaders in the organisation need to 
make a change rst and inuence the staff. 
It’s not about prot making or meeting KPI 
(Key Performance Indicator). It’s about a 
meaningful cause,” explains Sherena. 
She encourages corporate leaders to 
arrange time out of work and allow 
employees a taste of volunteerism to break 
through their mindsets. Moreover, she also 
believes that corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) engagement goes beyond a 
meaningful cause. “CSR is not just about 
putting aside work hours for employees to 
do charity. Be it a big or small scale 
involvement, it’s also about giving 
employees exposure to volunteerism and to 
bond as a team.”
However, Sherena also raises concerns that 
come up when MDAS engages with 
organisations as she understands how 
companies are interested in seeing tangible 
results. Although, she questions the ability to 
measure what CSR brings the beneciaries – 
self-condence and happiness. 
A WORTHWHILE JOURNEY
Muscular dystrophy comes in many forms, 
and most people who suffer from this fatal 
disease will eventually lose the ability to 
walk and develop trouble breathing or 
swallowing. There is no cure for it at present, 
but medication and therapy can help 
manage the symptoms and slow the course 
of the disease.
To this end, MDAS aims to maximise the 
quality of life of people with muscular 
dystrophy and their families, integrate them 
into society, and support research towards a 
cure. However, it is not an easy journey for 
MDAS or the beneciaries. “Muscular 
dystrophy is a rare disease. It also takes a 
long haul to overcome each stage. The 
illness throws you away. Without the 
resources and support, the [beneciaries] 
will not be able make it,” admits Sherena. 
Due to the fatality of the disease, one of 
Sherena’s life mottos is to live life to the 
fullest, and she wants the same for others in 
her shoes. She stresses the importance of 
companies investing more than a one-off 
event with self-help organisations, as the time 
spent with the beneciaries may be one of 
their most memorable periods. “Even if the 
company spends just two to three years with 
them, these few years may serve as the most 
important years of their lives. To me, this is 
worth it,” shares Sherena. 
 
BOTH GIVE AND TAKE
Volunteering, to many, may just be an 
opportunity to give back to society. But 
MDAS’s experience with corporate donors 
has proven otherwise. Deutsche Bank 
Singapore is one of the corporate 
organisations that actively engages with 
the association through friendly wheelchair 
soccer matches with the beneciaries as 
well as providing employment 
opportunities via internships. Sherena 
recalls an ardent encounter with a staff 
from Deutsche Bank, who confessed that 
“I thought I was here to give, but after 
interacting with them, they are the ones 
who gave me something instead. I feel 
blessed and inspired and this is what I 
want to teach my children.” 
Sherena also believes people can gain a 
lot from volunteering with MDAS as 
muscular dystrophy is a very visible 
condition that can inspire people, due to 
the sheer perseverance and strength that 
the beneciaries exhibit. She also 
guarantees that volunteering with MDAS is 
a “hands-on experience that no amount of 
money can buy”. 
In addition to being able to offer 
something to the public, Sherena is also 
immensely grateful for the help and 
support MDAS has received thus far. She is 
thankful for the leadership programmes 
organised by the Centre for Non-Prot 
Leadership – the leadership consulting arm 
of National Volunteer and Philanthropy 
Centre (NVPC) – as it has helped her in 
managing expectations and honed her 
leadership abilities as she tries to meet the 
organisation’s needs.
Today, sitting in her wheelchair with a meek 
disposition, after years of battling this 
life-altering disease, Sherena recounts the 
most important value she has learnt in life: 
“The quality of life is not how much 
we gain, but how a person finds a 
sense of direction and perseverance 
to face future storms.” 
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TO CARE AND TO SHARE
To most people, S$10.5 million is a 
staggering gure that we can only dream 
of earning in this lifetime. But to Singapore’s 
member of parliament Zainal Sapari, that 
is the amount he aims to raise for the 
NTUC U Care Fund every year – and so 
far, since taking over the responsibility in 
2011, he has never failed in his quest. 
As NTUC assistant secretary-general and 
the director of NTUC U Care and Share 
department and NTUC U Care Centre, 
Mr Zainal is the man behind the scenes, 
the leader of a team of 12, the one bringing 
in donors to contribute to the cause.
Established in 2009, U Care consolidates 
all of the Labour Movement’s fundraising 
efforts and doles out donations to each of 
the unions under its wing for the welfare of 
low-income members and their families.
The U Care Centre oversees advocacy for 
low-wage workers and champions national 
initiatives that help these employees get 
pay raises, while the Care and Share 
Department processes donations from the 
Singapore Labour Foundation, as well as 
social enterprises, corporations, religious 
organisations, and generous individuals. 
Every single dollar is funneled straight to 
the beneciaries, which are divided into 
U Care’s four main channels – needy 
families, children and youth, the elderly, 
and the community.
To support the elderly, one million dollars 
is donated to Eldercare Trust each year, 
to aid those from low- and middle-income 
families in reducing the cost of senior care 
expenses, as well as to upgrade and 
maintain nursing homes.
For disadvantaged families, the nancial 
assistance programme includes vouchers 
such as U Stretch for daily necessities and 
U Care Back to School for academic fees 
that come up to $100 and $125 respectively. 
Students also receive help for educational 
expenses with the bursary awards, and 
pre-school kids are offered affordable child 
care services with the Bright Horizons Fund, 
which U Care makes regular donations to.
In Khairudin bin Salim’s case, U Care has 
made a world of difference in easing the 
strain on him when it comes to paying for 
school and medical expenses. A union 
member since 2001 and the sole 
breadwinner in his family, the 50-year-old 
takes care of his wife, mother-in-law and 
three children with the money he brings 
home as a work cell leader in a wafer 
fabrication company. 
Under the programme, his family has 
received the U Stretch and Back to School 
vouchers since 2010, and all his children 
have gotten bursary awards from his union, 
United Workers of Electronics and Electrical 
Industries, for over a decade.
Similarly, Govindasmy Thillaiammal, 
a 64-year-old cleaner at the National 
Environment Agency and who has been 
a union member since 1992, has received 
help in the form of U Stretch and Back to 
School vouchers to lighten her load of 
working two to three jobs in the past as 
she is the only provider for her four children. 
As for the nal portion of the funds, the 
U Care Caring Sharing Reaching Out grant 
distributes $3,000 to each union for them to 
spend on their own corporate social 
responsibility initiatives.
DOING GOOD FOR THE COMMUNITY
Making sure the wheels at U Care run 
smoothly, Mr Zainal heads the department 
that oversees the fundraising, as well as 
the administration of the funds. His may 
not be the most glamorous job around, 
but there is something to be said for such 
a role that demands an unwavering 
tenacity and a relentless dedication to 
help the underprivileged.
“Every year is a milestone if I can raise 
$10.5 million,” he says, adding that it is 
sometimes taken for granted that the funds 
will simply stream in without much effort on 
U Care’s part. But the actual hard work 
comes in when existing donors need a 
reason to continue giving their money, or 
when organisations see U Care as having a 
vested interest, since the funds benet only 
union members.
On this subject, Mr Zainal recognises the 
limitations that come with the nite amount of 
funds in U Care’s hands. But all the same, he 
insists there are proper regulations to govern 
the process of administering funds to those 
who deserve them. 
“I always believe if it is in our capacity to 
help our members, we will help them,” he 
says. “We nd reasons to approve rather 
than reasons to reject. But at the end of the 
day, the help that we can extend to our 
members will really depend on the amount 
that we can raise.”
Nevertheless, when the fundraising work 
has been accomplished, he takes a step 
back and lets the unions touch base with 
the beneciaries.
“The unions are the ones fronting it,” Mr 
Zainal explains. “We are the back end 
supporting the unions. The members stay 
because they feel that the unions are 
helping them.”
But on occasion, when community service 
initiatives call for his attention, Mr Zainal 
gets involved and makes his presence felt. 
Describing his most recent visit to an 
elderly home in Tampines, he talks about 
singing karaoke and lighting up the faces 
of residents with his high-spirited jokes.
“Never underestimate the cheer that 
[you can] bring to the residents of a home,” 
he says. 
“If we can make some of them 
happy, I think we have achieved 
something – for them to 
remember that there are still 
people in the community who care 
enough for them.”
It is this compassionate sentiment that 
trickles down to his team, who shares his 
perspective of lending a hand to those who 
need it.
“I’m very proud to say that when we did 
our staff survey, when it comes to nding 
meaning in what they’re doing, the 
response has always been one hundred 
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percent,” Mr Zainal enthuses. “My staff has 
that sense of mission that what they’re 
doing is worthwhile. They know what they 
are doing is meaningful.”
IMPACTING THE YOUTH IN NEED
Under the giant umbrella of the National 
Trades Union Congress, another 
establishment that seeks to do good is 
insurance company NTUC Income’s 
community development arm, OrangeAid. 
Since 2010, the initiative has relayed one 
percent of its annual insurance operating 
prots to support underprivileged tertiary 
students from polytechnics and ITEs 
through its Future Development Programme 
(FDP), which provides them with nancial 
help for school fees, career guidance, and 
internship opportunities.
In the seven years since OrangeAid’s 
inception, it has disbursed over six million 
dollars to more than 5,000 recipients. Last 
year alone, it donated almost two million 
dollars to its beneciary partner organisations. 
Rathika Shamugham, a staff member from 
Income’s Strategic Communications and CSR 
team (which manages OrangeAid) and 
works directly with FDP awardees, 
particularly remembers the resilience 
behind the stories of A’Fowsh Flora and 
Nur Aqilah Selamat.
As an ITE College Central student at the age 
of 18, Flora had to split her time between 
both sides of the Causeway three times a 
week to accompany her Malaysian father 
for kidney dialysis treatment. Her mother 
provided for the family by working long 
shifts at work, and it was up to Flora to take 
care of her two younger siblings, maintain 
the upkeep at home, and work several 
part-time jobs to support her loved ones.
But with nancial aid from FDP, Flora was able 
to set aside more time for her studies and cut 
back on her working hours. Now 21, she 
has since graduated from ITE and is currently 
holding a part-time job before her part-time 
diploma course in business administration at 
Ngee Ann Polytechnic commences.
In Nur Aqilah’s case, caring for her six 
younger siblings, studying, working part-time 
and doing household chores have always 
been a part of her life. The thrifty lady took it 
all on her plate with grace, to help her 
now-retired father who worked as a civil 
defence instructor and reghter. Ever since 
receiving nancial assistance for her second 
and third year in diploma studies, she now 
works as an associate engineer in a 
semi-conductor rm.
“These youths have really gone through 
challenging circumstances, having to 
provide for themselves, care for younger 
siblings, and manage their household as 
well as their studies on top of that,” Rathika 
says. “I’m glad to be in this role that can 
impact young lives and help them build a 
better future for themselves, their current 
families and their future families.”
To most people, S$10.5 million is a 
staggering gure that we can only dream 
of earning in this lifetime. But to Singapore’s 
member of parliament Zainal Sapari, that 
is the amount he aims to raise for the 
NTUC U Care Fund every year – and so 
far, since taking over the responsibility in 
2011, he has never failed in his quest. 
As NTUC assistant secretary-general and 
the director of NTUC U Care and Share 
department and NTUC U Care Centre, 
Mr Zainal is the man behind the scenes, 
the leader of a team of 12, the one bringing 
in donors to contribute to the cause.
Established in 2009, U Care consolidates 
all of the Labour Movement’s fundraising 
efforts and doles out donations to each of 
the unions under its wing for the welfare of 
low-income members and their families.
The U Care Centre oversees advocacy for 
low-wage workers and champions national 
initiatives that help these employees get 
pay raises, while the Care and Share 
Department processes donations from the 
Singapore Labour Foundation, as well as 
social enterprises, corporations, religious 
organisations, and generous individuals. 
Every single dollar is funneled straight to 
the beneciaries, which are divided into 
U Care’s four main channels – needy 
families, children and youth, the elderly, 
and the community.
To support the elderly, one million dollars 
is donated to Eldercare Trust each year, 
to aid those from low- and middle-income 
families in reducing the cost of senior care 
expenses, as well as to upgrade and 
maintain nursing homes.
For disadvantaged families, the nancial 
assistance programme includes vouchers 
such as U Stretch for daily necessities and 
U Care Back to School for academic fees 
that come up to $100 and $125 respectively. 
Students also receive help for educational 
expenses with the bursary awards, and 
pre-school kids are offered affordable child 
care services with the Bright Horizons Fund, 
which U Care makes regular donations to.
In Khairudin bin Salim’s case, U Care has 
made a world of difference in easing the 
strain on him when it comes to paying for 
school and medical expenses. A union 
member since 2001 and the sole 
breadwinner in his family, the 50-year-old 
takes care of his wife, mother-in-law and 
three children with the money he brings 
home as a work cell leader in a wafer 
fabrication company. 
Under the programme, his family has 
received the U Stretch and Back to School 
vouchers since 2010, and all his children 
have gotten bursary awards from his union, 
United Workers of Electronics and Electrical 
Industries, for over a decade.
Similarly, Govindasmy Thillaiammal, 
a 64-year-old cleaner at the National 
Environment Agency and who has been 
a union member since 1992, has received 
help in the form of U Stretch and Back to 
School vouchers to lighten her load of 
working two to three jobs in the past as 
she is the only provider for her four children. 
As for the nal portion of the funds, the 
U Care Caring Sharing Reaching Out grant 
distributes $3,000 to each union for them to 
spend on their own corporate social 
responsibility initiatives.
DOING GOOD FOR THE COMMUNITY
Making sure the wheels at U Care run 
smoothly, Mr Zainal heads the department 
that oversees the fundraising, as well as 
the administration of the funds. His may 
not be the most glamorous job around, 
but there is something to be said for such 
a role that demands an unwavering 
tenacity and a relentless dedication to 
help the underprivileged.
“Every year is a milestone if I can raise 
$10.5 million,” he says, adding that it is 
sometimes taken for granted that the funds 
will simply stream in without much effort on 
U Care’s part. But the actual hard work 
comes in when existing donors need a 
reason to continue giving their money, or 
when organisations see U Care as having a 
vested interest, since the funds benet only 
union members.
On this subject, Mr Zainal recognises the 
limitations that come with the nite amount of 
funds in U Care’s hands. But all the same, he 
insists there are proper regulations to govern 
the process of administering funds to those 
who deserve them. 
“I always believe if it is in our capacity to 
help our members, we will help them,” he 
says. “We nd reasons to approve rather 
than reasons to reject. But at the end of the 
day, the help that we can extend to our 
members will really depend on the amount 
that we can raise.”
Nevertheless, when the fundraising work 
has been accomplished, he takes a step 
back and lets the unions touch base with 
the beneciaries.
“The unions are the ones fronting it,” Mr 
Zainal explains. “We are the back end 
supporting the unions. The members stay 
because they feel that the unions are 
helping them.”
But on occasion, when community service 
initiatives call for his attention, Mr Zainal 
gets involved and makes his presence felt. 
Describing his most recent visit to an 
elderly home in Tampines, he talks about 
singing karaoke and lighting up the faces 
of residents with his high-spirited jokes.
“Never underestimate the cheer that 
[you can] bring to the residents of a home,” 
he says. 
“If we can make some of them 
happy, I think we have achieved 
something – for them to 
remember that there are still 
people in the community who care 
enough for them.”
It is this compassionate sentiment that 
trickles down to his team, who shares his 
perspective of lending a hand to those who 
need it.
“I’m very proud to say that when we did 
our staff survey, when it comes to nding 
meaning in what they’re doing, the 
response has always been one hundred 
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percent,” Mr Zainal enthuses. “My staff has 
that sense of mission that what they’re 
doing is worthwhile. They know what they 
are doing is meaningful.”
IMPACTING THE YOUTH IN NEED
Under the giant umbrella of the National 
Trades Union Congress, another 
establishment that seeks to do good is 
insurance company NTUC Income’s 
community development arm, OrangeAid. 
Since 2010, the initiative has relayed one 
percent of its annual insurance operating 
prots to support underprivileged tertiary 
students from polytechnics and ITEs 
through its Future Development Programme 
(FDP), which provides them with nancial 
help for school fees, career guidance, and 
internship opportunities.
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inception, it has disbursed over six million 
dollars to more than 5,000 recipients. Last 
year alone, it donated almost two million 
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As an ITE College Central student at the age 
of 18, Flora had to split her time between 
both sides of the Causeway three times a 
week to accompany her Malaysian father 
for kidney dialysis treatment. Her mother 
provided for the family by working long 
shifts at work, and it was up to Flora to take 
care of her two younger siblings, maintain 
the upkeep at home, and work several 
part-time jobs to support her loved ones.
But with nancial aid from FDP, Flora was able 
to set aside more time for her studies and cut 
back on her working hours. Now 21, she 
has since graduated from ITE and is currently 
holding a part-time job before her part-time 
diploma course in business administration at 
Ngee Ann Polytechnic commences.
In Nur Aqilah’s case, caring for her six 
younger siblings, studying, working part-time 
and doing household chores have always 
been a part of her life. The thrifty lady took it 
all on her plate with grace, to help her 
now-retired father who worked as a civil 
defence instructor and reghter. Ever since 
receiving nancial assistance for her second 
and third year in diploma studies, she now 
works as an associate engineer in a 
semi-conductor rm.
“These youths have really gone through 
challenging circumstances, having to 
provide for themselves, care for younger 
siblings, and manage their household as 
well as their studies on top of that,” Rathika 
says. “I’m glad to be in this role that can 
impact young lives and help them build a 
better future for themselves, their current 
families and their future families.” AC
PropNex is Singapore’s largest real estate agency. 
With over an impressive 7,000 housing agents in its 
arsenal, the company provides holistic training for its 
staff, and expects them to show exceptional care to 
every deal and an unwavering commitment to 
service excellence. This approach – that has been 
unparallelled over the past decade – has allowed 
PropNex to dominate the local real estate industry, and 
helped it to clinch the top spot in Brand Alliance’s 2015 
(real estate agency category) list of Most Inuential 
Brands in Singapore.
BUILDING HOMES, 
EMPOWERING FUTURES
Even with its numerous achievements in the realty 
business, what really sets PropNex apart from its 
competitors are its contributions to social work. 
Following the company’s corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) focus on ‘Empowering Future Generations 
Through Education’, PropNex has opened hearts and 
doors to youth-centric projects to ensure opportunity 
has been granted to everyone.
With efforts dating back to 2009, it has backed 
numerous charitable organisations, led initiatives in 
Singapore and overseas, and even organised events 
REAL ESTATE 
WITH A HEART
and fundraisers to give back to the community, 
leading by example and showing that they are more 
than just your average real estate agency.
Each year, PropNex gives a signicant amount of 
money to a different non-prot organisation. A few 
notable ones include a S$500,000 donation to 
adopted beneciaries of the Community Chest, and 
another half a million on two separate occasions in 
2016 and 2017, to Rainbow Centre, a Singaporean 
voluntary welfare organisation serving children and 
young people with a diverse range of disabilities, 
including autism.
LEADING BY EXAMPLE
In 2009, under the programme ‘PropNex Cares’, the 
team raised over $70,000 to build a school in 
Kampal, Cambodia. Together with volunteers from 
Victoria Junior College, they travelled to the country to 
build the facility, a water ltration system that 
provided potable drinking water, a pumping well, 
toilet cubicles, and even distributed donated items to 
over 750 students in need. As a community, the 
initiative opened the doors to education, equipping 
students with skills and lessons that would empower 
them in the future.
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The following year, PropNex once again went beyond 
its Singaporean borders, this time to the village of 
Trayong Pong, a two-hour drive up north from Phnom 
Penh. The team built a school from scratch that is able 
to accommodate up to 250 students. This initiative 
gave the village youths a more convenient and less 
hazardous opportunity to obtain an education – before 
the school was built, the nearest one was a lengthy 
eight kilometres away.
Showing dedication and commitment to its charitable 
efforts, the company raised $50,000 in 2011 for the 
Children’s Cancer Foundation. Over 40 staff and real 
estate agents volunteered to have their hair shaved, 
raising awareness for children ghting in solidarity 
against cancer. 
PropNex’s willingness to go the extra mile in 
helping the less fortunate has proven that 
giving back to the community is more than 
just doling out money – the company’s 
genuine act of taking the time to travel to 
undeveloped countries to lend a helping 
hand shows that it really cares, and is 
committed to its work of doing good. 
BIG-HEARTED FAMILY
The importance of CSR for PropNex runs deeper than 
donation drives and ag days. This ideal of charity 
and giving back to the community is instilled as a 
rhetoric in each and every staff member. The real 
estate company practises voluntary commission 
contributions from its team – a deduction will be made 
from a housing agent’s commission according to the 
amount which he or she pledges to donate. This will 
continue until the agent writes in to opt out of the 
programme. The move, which kicked off in 2013, 
gave employees an opportunity to donate more 
regularly and conveniently. Just six months after 
implementation, PropNex was able to raise 
$300,000, and disbursed the funds to three special 
schools catering to children with disabilities – 
Lighthouse School, Minds Towner Gardens School, 
and Rainbow Centre.
“We believe that by encouraging the staff to take 
part in charitable activities, the people in the 
company will become socially-responsible 
individuals who can positively impact the country in 
the long run. I always encourage our salespersons 
to always have the less fortunate ingrained in their 
minds, even as they achieve greater heights in their 
career. I truly believe that it is only right to take 
care of others, the more successful we become,” 
said Ismail Gafoor, CEO of PropNex Realty.
And indeed, this corporate culture of seless giving 
throughout the years has had a positive impact on 
PropNex’s salespersons. Different teams within the 
agency have taken the lead and organised their own 
charity initiatives, like the “Gift of Love” campaign 
where children from low income or dysfunctional 
families from Chen Su Lan Methodist Children’s Home 
were brought to Universal Studios Singapore, took 
part in organised games, and treated to a barbecue 
back at the Home.
PropNex shows no signs of slowing down either. This 
year, it plans to continue supporting the beneciaries 
of Community Chest, pressing on with its philanthropic 
duties and earning its name as the leading real estate 
agency in Singapore – with a heart. 
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than just your average real estate agency.
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Kampal, Cambodia. Together with volunteers from 
Victoria Junior College, they travelled to the country to 
build the facility, a water ltration system that 
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over 750 students in need. As a community, the 
initiative opened the doors to education, equipping 
students with skills and lessons that would empower 
them in the future.
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The following year, PropNex once again went beyond 
its Singaporean borders, this time to the village of 
Trayong Pong, a two-hour drive up north from Phnom 
Penh. The team built a school from scratch that is able 
to accommodate up to 250 students. This initiative 
gave the village youths a more convenient and less 
hazardous opportunity to obtain an education – before 
the school was built, the nearest one was a lengthy 
eight kilometres away.
Showing dedication and commitment to its charitable 
efforts, the company raised $50,000 in 2011 for the 
Children’s Cancer Foundation. Over 40 staff and real 
estate agents volunteered to have their hair shaved, 
raising awareness for children ghting in solidarity 
against cancer. 
PropNex’s willingness to go the extra mile in 
helping the less fortunate has proven that 
giving back to the community is more than 
just doling out money – the company’s 
genuine act of taking the time to travel to 
undeveloped countries to lend a helping 
hand shows that it really cares, and is 
committed to its work of doing good. 
BIG-HEARTED FAMILY
The importance of CSR for PropNex runs deeper than 
donation drives and ag days. This ideal of charity 
and giving back to the community is instilled as a 
rhetoric in each and every staff member. The real 
estate company practises voluntary commission 
contributions from its team – a deduction will be made 
from a housing agent’s commission according to the 
amount which he or she pledges to donate. This will 
continue until the agent writes in to opt out of the 
programme. The move, which kicked off in 2013, 
gave employees an opportunity to donate more 
regularly and conveniently. Just six months after 
implementation, PropNex was able to raise 
$300,000, and disbursed the funds to three special 
schools catering to children with disabilities – 
Lighthouse School, Minds Towner Gardens School, 
and Rainbow Centre.
“We believe that by encouraging the staff to take 
part in charitable activities, the people in the 
company will become socially-responsible 
individuals who can positively impact the country in 
the long run. I always encourage our salespersons 
to always have the less fortunate ingrained in their 
minds, even as they achieve greater heights in their 
career. I truly believe that it is only right to take 
care of others, the more successful we become,” 
said Ismail Gafoor, CEO of PropNex Realty.
And indeed, this corporate culture of seless giving 
throughout the years has had a positive impact on 
PropNex’s salespersons. Different teams within the 
agency have taken the lead and organised their own 
charity initiatives, like the “Gift of Love” campaign 
where children from low income or dysfunctional 
families from Chen Su Lan Methodist Children’s Home 
were brought to Universal Studios Singapore, took 
part in organised games, and treated to a barbecue 
back at the Home.
PropNex shows no signs of slowing down either. This 
year, it plans to continue supporting the beneciaries 
of Community Chest, pressing on with its philanthropic 
duties and earning its name as the leading real estate 
agency in Singapore – with a heart. AC
GIVING BACK IN THE 
BUSINESS OF FUN
Sentosa Development Corporation (SDC) takes seriously 
its business of providing fun to visitors of Sentosa Island. 
But its desire to see the underprivileged get a chance to 
enjoy its fun attractions too led to the launch of its 
Sentosa Gives initiative in 2011. This, and other 
corporate giving initiatives, were created to provide a 
“broad-based variety of platforms for our staff and 
island partners to do good, build the spirit of 
volunteerism and contribute back to society throughout 
the year,” says Chan Mun Wei, Sentosa’s divisional 
director of corporate planning.
Sentosa Gives is a week-long, islandwide community 
initiative that consists of a series of outreach activities, 
conducted both on Sentosa and mainland Singapore 
each year, targeted at spreading joy to families, 
children, youth and the elderly served by social service 
organisations. These include hosting beneciaries for a 
day of fun at Sentosa, allowing those who may not have 
had prior opportunities to visit Sentosa to enjoy the 
various offerings on the island.
In September 2016, nearly 1,500 needy children from 
31 voluntary welfare organisations (VWOs) benetted 
from the Sentosa Gives’ “Sentosa Experience”. They not 
only had free reign of the island, but also visited some of 
its popular attractions, including Buttery Park, Insect 
Kingdom, Madame Tussauds Singapore, and the 
Sentosa Merlion.
“For many beneciaries visiting Sentosa as part of 
Sentosa Gives, it is their rst time on the island. Their 
reactions are extremely heartwarming, and they are 
genuinely awed and intrigued by the things that they 
see on the island. They are also extremely 
appreciative and thankful towards the volunteers for 
hosting them. Their faces light up even at the smallest 
of gestures, such as when we buy them ice cream as a 
treat,” recalls Aryati Hajis, deputy director of service 
ambassador and transport.
“While my role requires me to engage with guests 
regularly, the experience of hosting beneciaries is 
extremely different from what I experience in my 
day-to-day work, and this has also allowed me to grow 
as a service ambassador for Sentosa. It was a 
memorable experience, so I decided to join the 
organising committee to help put together the ultimate 
Sentosa Experience for our beneciaries. I look forward 
to playing a larger role this year as part of the 
organising committee,” she adds.
According to Mun Wei, VWOs have shared that they 
enjoyed the activities and attractions made available to 
them on the island. “They have also highlighted the 
patience that staff volunteers have shown when having 
to engage with energetic and boisterous children,” 
he notes.
In addition, Mun Wei says that “Sentosa Gives 
provides an opportunity to engage and unite SDC 
and island partners’ staff for a good cause in line with 
our service values, while leveraging on our core 
business to do good.”
ENDLESS GIVING
Beyond Sentosa Gives, SDC also engages in other 
community-giving efforts through various activities. The 
Sentosa Recreation Club, which has members from 
across SDC, organises charity events such as an internal 
staff car wash fundraiser, hair-shaving fundraisers for the 
Children Cancer Foundation and blood donation drives. 
It recently raised over S$8,000 for the Caregiving 
Welfare Association (CWA) through a bazaar which 
included traditional carnival games, as well as the sale 
of handicrafts and food items. The Sentosa Golf Club 
raised $200,000 for the beneciaries of Arc Children’s 
Centre and Assisi Hospice through a fundraising drive 
comprising charity golf games, auctions of limited 
edition golng paraphernalia, and donations from 
corporate partners, organised in conjunction with the 
opening of its New Tanjong Course.
Each year, the estimated value of Sentosa Gives is 
over $150,000, made up of contributions from island 
partners sponsoring attraction tickets and meals for 
the beneciaries. In addition, to further encourage 
staff volunteerism, SDC grants each employee a day 
of leave to volunteer at any locally-registered charity 
of their choice. 
When asked how companies can run a successful 
corporate giving programme, Mun Wei offers this 
advice: “For companies looking to incorporate 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) into their work 
culture, synergy is key. By leveraging on the 
organisation’s core business strategy and expertise, 
companies are able to tap on existing resources and 
partners to create the most optimal experience for 
beneciaries. In SDC’s case, we are in the business of 
fun and leisure activities, thus our CSR focus is on 
providing platforms and opportunities to make these 
accessible to all members of our society.”
He adds: “It is also beneficial if you’re in 
the position to rally your partners – when 
more come together, the impact increases 
exponentially. In addition, it is important 
to understand that employees engage in 
CSR activities in varying degrees. Through 
this understanding, organisations are able 
to arrive at the optimal mix when it comes 
to participation. 
First, put together a dedicated team for sustained 
movement; next, rally willing members to organise the 
entire event; and nally, engage enthusiastic 
employees to participate. The organisation must also 
walk the talk by supporting these staff-led activities, 
like providing sufcient budget for the activities, and 
time-off for employees.”
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THE BUSINESS OF 
HELPING OTHERS
Since its launch in 2010, Survival Chic has been 
active in corporate giving, with impressive 
efforts that won it the Certicate of Recognition 
for Corporate & Societal Excellence from the 
American Chamber of Commerce in 
Singapore (AmCham Singapore). 
The premier dining membership programme 
that enables members to get up to 30 
percent off their bill at over 50 top 
restaurants in Singapore is focused on 
helping entrepreneurs as part of its corporate 
giving mission. 
“We have a soft spot for those 
brave (and crazy!) enough to take 
the entrepreneurial plunge,” says 
Christophe Ferreira,  founder and 
director of Survival Chic. “That’s 
why we support entrepreneurs of 
all ages, around the world, in 
making their dreams a reality.”
USING LOANS TO CHANGE LIVES
One way that Survival Chic is changing lives 
is through Kiva – an innovative micronance 
organisation that connects lenders with 
entrepreneurs to alleviate poverty. For every 
Survival Chic membership, the company 
donates S$10 to a business project in a 
developing country via Kiva, empowering 
budding entrepreneurs like Hamasselbe from 
Cameroon. The father of ve is a corn 
farmer in a small village and the loan he 
received from Kiva has helped him buy 
agricultural inputs like fertiliser and 
insecticide so that he can farm more land, 
have larger harvests and make more money 
to take better care of his family. Survival 
Chic has donated $50,000 to Kiva so far.
EMPOWERING 
FUTURE ENTREPRENEURS
 
Survival Chic also invests in the future of 
young people under its Junior Achievement 
programme, where top management take 
turns every other Saturday morning to 
mentor the young on how to become 
successful entrepreneurs. The mentees – 
aged between 12 and 17 years old and of 
different nationalities – enrol for the 
programme through AmCham.
The Junior Achievement programme is 
immersive and has different hands-on 
courses which the mentors teach 
step-by-step, including using an 
entrepreneurship module to train students 
how to start and run a business. “I help to 
facilitate the decisions for each action to be 
taken by the students, including preparing 
the candidates for running for the post of 
CEO,” says Christophe. 
His colleagues also help the students decide 
on which product they are going to design 
and make, and answer basic questions like 
where to sell it, what price to sell it for and 
how to market the product. An example of 
such a product was a soft plastic holder and 
speaker for the iPhone, which the students 
bought online from China for $1 a piece, 
and resold for $10 each. The product 
enabled the user to watch and listen to 
something on the screen without having to 
wear a headset.
Christophe is encouraged by the way the 
students responded to his teaching. “The 
students were used to having mentors and 
had already been exposed to the business 
world. They were constructive and made the 
best of our help,” he notes.
He also fondly remembers an impromptu 
sales event that his students organised at an 
AmCham networking event, where they had 
set up a booth selling a product that they 
had been working together on for a year. 
“The students were very excited but not 
condent enough. They weren’t proactive in 
selling the product so I started to help them 
pitch it to the guests registering for the 
event,” recalls Christophe. “We worked so 
well as a team that time just ew by. I even 
missed the event that I had come to attend. 
But it was a successful day. Sales was great 
and we had a fun time, full of learning 
experiences for all of us. It was good to see 
the students applying what we taught them 
in real life.” 
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CREATING AN 
IRRESISTIBLE BRAND 
Survival Chic’s do good campaign does not 
stop there. It also provides design expertise 
to Action Cambodge Handicap (ACH). 
Located in the south of Phnom Penh, ACH 
was founded in 2011 in response to a need 
for job opportunities and a loving home for 
young adult Cambodians with mental 
disabilities. To equip them with skills that can 
help them make a living, ACH launched the 
production of homemade, 100 percent 
natural jams, syrups, and biscuits, under the 
brand l’Irresistible in 2012. 
The ACH team contacted Survival Chic to 
create a more modern and attractive 
branding identity including new visuals, 
packaging and marketing materials. Over 
several months, each of the lifestyle 
company’s employees volunteered around 
two hours of their work time per week to 
help design a new brand for ACH’s 
products. “Our team donated time and 
energy to this worthwhile project to help 
ACH increase impact and sales. We are 
excited to be part of the growing success of 
these unique foods, homemade with love,” 
says Christophe.
He points out that his company’s approach 
to corporate giving is to help in a variety 
of ways.
“We aim to be able to help in cash through 
Kiva, in expertise like the marketing 
strategy and branding of ACH, and in 
education through Junior Achievement.”
All of Survival Chic’s seven to 12 employees 
are involved in its corporate social 
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particularly excited about providing pro 
bono work for ACH. Christophe has brought 
them several times to ACH’s shelter to eat 
and mingle with its residents. 
“Our lunches are always times of happy 
chaos, full of laughter, food exchanges and 
the giving of presents. Each moment at ACH 
has been engraved preciously in each of our 
memories,” muses Christophe. AC
GOING THE EXTRA MILE
We are all familiar with taxis. We ag them 
down or book one when we are rushing 
from place to place, and do not think much 
of it. But what may be considered a 
convenience to many is a necessity to others. 
And many of those who require a car to 
move around, may not have the resources to 
get one regularly.
Eight CityCab taxi drivers changed all of that 
in February 2000, when they formed the 
CabbyCare Charity Group under 
ComfortDelGro to help the less fortunate. 
The group now has about 240 members – 
all of them cabbies – and provide free trips 
for the needy, disabled, sick, and elderly.
THE ROAD SO FAR
To date, CabbyCare has contributed 
numerous man hours to giving back to the 
society. In 2017 alone, CabbyCare 
completed nearly 4,000 trips, which 
translates to about S$297,825 in fares, pro 
bono. The group’s tremendous efforts in 
helping the needy have been recognised by 
the National Volunteer Centre with the 
Outstanding New Volunteerism Initiative 
Award in November 2002, and the President’s 
Service Social Award in August 2003.
So how does CabbyCare work? Well, when 
a beneciary or organisation requires 
assistance to move from place to place, he 
or she will contact CabbyCare, which will 
then coordinate donation and transport 
efforts for that day. Operations are 
conducted on an ad hoc basis, but there are 
also a few large-scale activities that 
CabbyCare coordinates with its drivers.
Some examples include the Hair for Hope 
event last year under the Children’s Cancer 
Foundation, where 250 cabbies volunteered 
to shave their heads to commemorate the 
foundation’s 25th anniversary. Among them 
was CabbyCare chairman, Kanapathy 
Shunmugam, and six other family members.
CabbyCare and ComfortDelGro Taxi also 
donated a total of $50,000 to the cause.
Other events such as Sew for a Good 
Cause and National Reading Day saw a 
total of 100 CabbyCare taxi drivers and 
ComfortDelGro staff providing their time to 
learn about mental illness, sewing pillow 
cases for dementia patients, and reading 
to the seniors from the Lions Home of the 
Elders in Bishan.
Beyond that are ad hoc volunteer services, 
where free taxi rides are provided to 
residents of St Hilda’s Family Service 
Centre. Taxis originally due for the 
scrapyard are also decommissioned and 
given a new lease of life, before being 
gifted to hospitals and schools for 
rehabilitation and training purposes. 
MAKING AN IMPACT
Angel Ong was one of the beneciaries who 
approached CabbyCare and ComfortDelGro 
for help last October. The stay-at-home 
mum had to commute to the National 
University Hospital (NUH) three to ve 
times a week as her son, Aden, was being 
treated for infant leukaemia.
As taxi fees were high, Angel decided to 
write in to the company requesting for help 
with the fares, which were an added 
expense on top of Aden’s treatment fees. 
CabbyCare responded in the form of 
$1,300 worth of taxi rides. Aden has since 
passed away, but Angel will never forget the 
help she and her son received.
“I am very grateful to the company for 
helping me out during this difcult time. 
When I had trouble affording the expensive 
taxi fares, I was touched by efforts from the 
drivers who volunteered to help. I will never 
forget their kind generosity towards my son 
and I,” said Angel.
THE BUCK DOESN’T STOP HERE
But CabbyCare is not the only charity work 
undertaken by ComfortDelGro. It also has 
other corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
programmes in place, one of which is the 
Towkay Programme – a micro- 
entrepreneurship initiative that aims to 
increase the nancial independence of 
people with disabilities and limited income. 
The candidates, known as “towkays”, are put 
through a sponsored training and mentorship 
programme before receiving a sponsored 
starter kit containing essentials such as a tray 
and lightweight, non-perishable items like 
sweets that they can sell at various SBS 
Transit bus interchanges.
Candidates are referred to the Towkay 
Programme through meet-the-people 
sessions, VWOs, non-prot organisations, 
grassroots centres or family service centres. 
They will be screened, given a thorough 
background check, and interviewed to 
assess their suitability.
The Towkay Programme is the brainchild of 
GobblerCo, an associate company of 
Moove Media under ComfortDelGro. 
GobblerCo’s social mission is to impact the 
lives of low-income single parents and 
persons with disabilities through the 
STORIES FROM THE GROUND 23STORIES FROM THE GROUND TEXT BY AMANDA TAN PHOTOS BY COMFORT DELGRO22
provisions of basic essentials, training and 
employment. It spends 3,000 man hours a 
year on social programmes. 
To date, eight towkays have signed up for 
the programme, and have seen an 
average boost of 35 percent in their 
income since November 2016. Among 
them is Jamaludin, as shared by 
GobblerCo’s founder, Janan Kwek.
“As a person who is partially-sighted, Jamal 
had many struggles, including losing three 
jobs. He used to earn $180 a month as a 
dishwasher. He and his wife, Mastura, a 
former stall helper, had to provide for their 
three children while paying the $230 
monthly rent for their at. Since joining the 
Towkay Programme in September 2016, 
both of them are earning two to three times 
more than they used to.”
MORE TO COME
Apart from the Towkay Programme, 
GobblerCo also runs Project ROSE (short for 
rice, oil, sugar and essentials) to help single 
parents with nancial difculties. These basic 
necessities are packed with other food items 
such as biscuits, canned food and 
beverages, as well as personal care items 
like toothpaste, to form “ROSE packs”. 
Corporate partners and members of the 
public can buy these packs from 
GobblerShop for between $10 and $30 
each. The purchased packs are then 
disseminated to low-income, single-parent 
families through voluntary welfare 
organisations (VWOs) like Montfort Care, 
Project Goodwill Aid and HCSA Dayspring 
every month.
Since its inception last year, Project ROSE has 
delivered 465 packages to 120 families. This 
translates to over $10,000 worth of groceries.
GobblerCo has big plans to expand its 
social reach. It hopes to see more “towkays” 
operating pushcarts at bus interchanges this 
year, and wants to tie up with corporations 
so that they can buy essentials for their 
adopted charities via GobblerShop. It also 
hopes to hire at least ve low-income single 
parents to work at the company.
Said Janan: “There are different 
levels of CSR involvement that 
companies can engage in. The 
most basic level is for employees 
to volunteer. The next level 
involves employees using their 
skills and talents to better the 
lives of beneficiaries. But I 
believe the most advanced level is 
when there is management buy-in 
for corporate giving and company 
resources are being channelled to 
support social goals in 
day-to-day business activities.” 
We are all familiar with taxis. We ag them 
down or book one when we are rushing 
from place to place, and do not think much 
of it. But what may be considered a 
convenience to many is a necessity to others. 
And many of those who require a car to 
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all of them cabbies – and provide free trips 
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translates to about S$297,825 in fares, pro 
bono. The group’s tremendous efforts in 
helping the needy have been recognised by 
the National Volunteer Centre with the 
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Award in November 2002, and the President’s 
Service Social Award in August 2003.
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or she will contact CabbyCare, which will 
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efforts for that day. Operations are 
conducted on an ad hoc basis, but there are 
also a few large-scale activities that 
CabbyCare coordinates with its drivers.
Some examples include the Hair for Hope 
event last year under the Children’s Cancer 
Foundation, where 250 cabbies volunteered 
to shave their heads to commemorate the 
foundation’s 25th anniversary. Among them 
was CabbyCare chairman, Kanapathy 
Shunmugam, and six other family members.
CabbyCare and ComfortDelGro Taxi also 
donated a total of $50,000 to the cause.
Other events such as Sew for a Good 
Cause and National Reading Day saw a 
total of 100 CabbyCare taxi drivers and 
ComfortDelGro staff providing their time to 
learn about mental illness, sewing pillow 
cases for dementia patients, and reading 
to the seniors from the Lions Home of the 
Elders in Bishan.
Beyond that are ad hoc volunteer services, 
where free taxi rides are provided to 
residents of St Hilda’s Family Service 
Centre. Taxis originally due for the 
scrapyard are also decommissioned and 
given a new lease of life, before being 
gifted to hospitals and schools for 
rehabilitation and training purposes. 
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Angel Ong was one of the beneciaries who 
approached CabbyCare and ComfortDelGro 
for help last October. The stay-at-home 
mum had to commute to the National 
University Hospital (NUH) three to ve 
times a week as her son, Aden, was being 
treated for infant leukaemia.
As taxi fees were high, Angel decided to 
write in to the company requesting for help 
with the fares, which were an added 
expense on top of Aden’s treatment fees. 
CabbyCare responded in the form of 
$1,300 worth of taxi rides. Aden has since 
passed away, but Angel will never forget the 
help she and her son received.
“I am very grateful to the company for 
helping me out during this difcult time. 
When I had trouble affording the expensive 
taxi fares, I was touched by efforts from the 
drivers who volunteered to help. I will never 
forget their kind generosity towards my son 
and I,” said Angel.
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But CabbyCare is not the only charity work 
undertaken by ComfortDelGro. It also has 
other corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
programmes in place, one of which is the 
Towkay Programme – a micro- 
entrepreneurship initiative that aims to 
increase the nancial independence of 
people with disabilities and limited income. 
The candidates, known as “towkays”, are put 
through a sponsored training and mentorship 
programme before receiving a sponsored 
starter kit containing essentials such as a tray 
and lightweight, non-perishable items like 
sweets that they can sell at various SBS 
Transit bus interchanges.
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Programme through meet-the-people 
sessions, VWOs, non-prot organisations, 
grassroots centres or family service centres. 
They will be screened, given a thorough 
background check, and interviewed to 
assess their suitability.
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lives of low-income single parents and 
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employment. It spends 3,000 man hours a 
year on social programmes. 
To date, eight towkays have signed up for 
the programme, and have seen an 
average boost of 35 percent in their 
income since November 2016. Among 
them is Jamaludin, as shared by 
GobblerCo’s founder, Janan Kwek.
“As a person who is partially-sighted, Jamal 
had many struggles, including losing three 
jobs. He used to earn $180 a month as a 
dishwasher. He and his wife, Mastura, a 
former stall helper, had to provide for their 
three children while paying the $230 
monthly rent for their at. Since joining the 
Towkay Programme in September 2016, 
both of them are earning two to three times 
more than they used to.”
MORE TO COME
Apart from the Towkay Programme, 
GobblerCo also runs Project ROSE (short for 
rice, oil, sugar and essentials) to help single 
parents with nancial difculties. These basic 
necessities are packed with other food items 
such as biscuits, canned food and 
beverages, as well as personal care items 
like toothpaste, to form “ROSE packs”. 
Corporate partners and members of the 
public can buy these packs from 
GobblerShop for between $10 and $30 
each. The purchased packs are then 
disseminated to low-income, single-parent 
families through voluntary welfare 
organisations (VWOs) like Montfort Care, 
Project Goodwill Aid and HCSA Dayspring 
every month.
Since its inception last year, Project ROSE has 
delivered 465 packages to 120 families. This 
translates to over $10,000 worth of groceries.
GobblerCo has big plans to expand its 
social reach. It hopes to see more “towkays” 
operating pushcarts at bus interchanges this 
year, and wants to tie up with corporations 
so that they can buy essentials for their 
adopted charities via GobblerShop. It also 
hopes to hire at least ve low-income single 
parents to work at the company.
Said Janan: “There are different 
levels of CSR involvement that 
companies can engage in. The 
most basic level is for employees 
to volunteer. The next level 
involves employees using their 
skills and talents to better the 
lives of beneficiaries. But I 
believe the most advanced level is 
when there is management buy-in 
for corporate giving and company 
resources are being channelled to 
support social goals in 
day-to-day business activities.” 
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AC
MAKING THE 
WORLD A 
BETTER PLACE
You have heard about devastating disasters 
like the Indian Ocean earthquake and 
tsunami in 2004, and more recently, the 
Kumomoto earthquake in Japan two years 
ago. Mercy Relief, a homegrown, non-prot 
organisation, was one of the rst charities on 
the ground to offer aid and supplies during 
these times. 
Catalyst Asia spoke to its executive director 
Zhang Tingjun on what the organisation is all 
about, and how you can contribute to its cause.
Tell us more about Mercy Relief.
We were started by Perdaus, a Muslim 
non-prot organisation, with the aim of 
providing aid to countries in the region 
affected by man-made or natural disasters. 
Along with providing emergency relief to 
affected survivors within 72 hours, Mercy 
Relief also implements sustainable long-term 
development programmes that focus on 
uplifting and empowering survivors in ve 
key areas: Water, sanitation, shelter, 
sustainable livelihoods, healthcare and 
education. Today, our work has spanned 
across 25 countries, with 63 relief 
operations and 50 sustainable development 
programmes, all of which has impacted over 
two million lives.
How has charitable organisations 
changed since Mercy Relief’s inception in 
2003, and what is Mercy Relief’s stance 
on working with corporate organisations 
on their CSR programmes?
We have seen a surge in the supply of 
skill-based volunteering over the past two years 
and so, we have aligned ourselves with 
organisations and individuals with whom we 
could jointly drive meaningful change. 
These strategic partnerships are 
mutually beneficial because these 
organisations can gain a deeper, 
more comprehensive 
understanding of the humanitarian 
sector, while we are able to draw 
upon their expertise to assist in 
areas where we do not have 
resources to allocate to. 
How has Mercy Relief benetted from these 
partnerships so far?
As a charity, we work within the connes 
of a limited budget and a lean team that 
doubles up on a number of roles. Being 
able to draw on skilled volunteers like the 
legal team at Flint & Battery, the creative 
and communications team at Edelman and 
the IT support offered by CIO Care (CIO 
Academy Asia) have enhanced our 
organisational capabilities and allowed us 
to further strengthen our aid relief and 
disaster management.
What are the various partnerships Mercy 
Relief has been involved with?
Our partnerships extend to corporate 
organisations, social enterprises and other 
charities. This also comes in the form of 
monetary donations. For example, 
Mastercard contributed to the relief efforts in 
Japan, Philippines and Indonesia, and 
long-time partner, Rahmatan Lil ‘Alamin 
Foundation, has also strongly continued its 
nancial support towards numerous disaster 
relief efforts, including the Bangladesh 
Refugee Crisis.
Name some of the more memorable 
moments from your CSR programmes.
Our partnership with Edelman is one of the 
relationships that started from a core team of 
about four to ve employees helping us out 
with constructing templates for our regular 
donor reports and year-end reviews. 
Subsequently, when we organised 
Singapore’s rst humanitarian-themed run, 
the Ground Zero Run for Humanity last year, 
they sent 20 of their staff to participate in the 
simulated experience of a disaster survivor. 
Most recently, at the rst tabletop exercise 
conducted at their ofces, we saw 80 
employees take part. 
The exercise provided on-the-ground 
scenarios, where staff members were given 
the roles and had to navigate through all the 
chaos in the aftermath of a disaster. 
This growth from four to 80 people was truly 
encouraging to see, because we knew that 
our work was driving people to come 
together and brainstorm on ways to improve 
the lives of vulnerable communities across 
the region. That is why we often refer to 
them as our Mercy Relief Champions.
 
How do you think your beneciaries have 
benetted from the experience, and how 
has the staff gained from it as well? 
Recently, we had the privilege of having a 
representative from the Fondation 
d’entreprise Hermès observe the impact that 
they helped to initiate in the urban poor 
community of Baseco Tondo, Manila, in the 
Philippines. Baseco was one of the deluged 
areas during Typhoon Haiyan in 2013. It is 
still exposed to frequent ooding and is 
known for its high pollution levels. The 
project’s main aim was to plant fresh 
mangroves to lessen the impact of the storms 
and develop the local economy. The local 
community was also taught eco-friendly 
artisanal skills like basket-weaving to further 
create job opportunities for them.
 
One of the beneciaries, Bailaga Sansaluna, 
is a cashier at the Community Enterprise 
supported by Mercy Relief and Hermes 
Foundation. As a single parent and mother 
of two, she is proud to operate the new 
Point-of-Sale system provided by this project 
and she earns a good salary tending to the 
community store.
 
In other cases of corporate support, we 
demonstrate the impact of their donations 
with regular donor reporting – which are 
disaster specic – so they are aware and 
updated on who it is benetting and what 
programmes are planned for the coming 
months. We also regularly update our 
social media channels as well as document 
accounts from survivors, to inform and 
educate our partners on the situations on 
the ground.   
 
How has CSR benetted Mercy Relief and 
its beneciaries?
It helps raise awareness and funds. In the 
2017 South India ash oods, which 
affected Bangladesh, India and Nepal, we 
were grateful for the support of luxury 
retailer, Club 21. The inaugural partnership 
saw Mercy Relief’s donation tins for the 
South Asia Floods placed at all 59 of Club 
21 retail stores islandwide to encourage 
donation and educate the public on 
Singapore’s contribution to humanitarian aid 
across the region. 
All of this stemmed from the determination 
and persistence from a few individuals at 
Club 21, to push for greater corporate 
involvement in the efforts to empower 
communities in the region. We are thankful 
because the unprecedented destruction 
witnessed across all three countries affected 
millions of people. Their recovery will take a 
long time. To be able to receive help from 
such a well-known brand certainly brings a 
lot of hope that this will propel the start of 
more of such partnerships.
I understand you have taken part in some 
leadership programmes. Can you 
elaborate on your experience with one 
such programme, and how it has helped 
inuence your journey as a non-prot 
leader or volunteer?
One of the programmes that stood out to me 
was the Women in Humanitarian Leadership 
course conducted by the United Nations (UN) 
at their training college in Italy.
On a global scale, we are considered a very 
small group, especially when we are 
compared to the UN. Singapore is small, 
and our NGOs too in comparison with some 
of the larger international NGOs, but when I 
met with the other leaders, it was clear that 
both sides had much to learn from each other.
My experience undergoing the course 
helped me appreciate more deeply that 
impact is not contingent on size.  
How has Mercy Relief’s size been an 
advantage and a disadvantage?
Our small size allows us to be nimble, quick, 
and adaptable. It also presents us with 
opportunities to meet more people and work 
with the ground communities, who are more 
welcoming and feel less threatened by our 
presence. But it also means we have to be 
more proactive in our network and in 
cultivating relationships.
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What are your plans for the future?
We will continue building strategic 
partnerships that will produce mutually 
benecial outcomes. However, we must also 
remember to cultivate our existing 
friendships. For instance, we concluded our 
CSR programme two months ago in 
partnership with The Food Bank Singapore. 
That partnership subsequently became an 
extension of the Ground Zero Run and it is a 
fantastic way to maximise our food usage in 
Singapore and help out people in need. 
 
What is your advice for other charities 
looking to embark on CSR programmes?
It is very important that they nd the right 
match. Both parties have to be committed 
towards providing the foundation a lasting 
impact on the beneciaries and this often 
means pouring in resources and time for 
longer than a year. That is why we believe in 
matching the expertise of these corporate 
organisations to fulll some of our 
operational needs at home, so that we can 
focus on the humanitarian work.
 
Also, always make time to acknowledge and 
appreciate the support that you receive in 
the form of posts on social media, or yearly 
thank-you cards.
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Tell us more about Mercy Relief.
We were started by Perdaus, a Muslim 
non-prot organisation, with the aim of 
providing aid to countries in the region 
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ve 
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project’s main aim was to plant fresh 
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educate our partners on the situations on 
the ground.   
 
How has CSR benetted Mercy Relief and 
its beneciaries?
It helps raise awareness and funds. In the 
2017 South India ash oods, which 
affected Bangladesh, India and Nepal, we 
were grateful for the support of luxury 
retailer, Club 21. The inaugural partnership 
saw Mercy Relief’s donation tins for the 
South Asia Floods placed at all 59 of Club 
21 retail stores islandwide to encourage 
donation and educate the public on 
Singapore’s contribution to humanitarian aid 
across the region. 
All of this stemmed from the determination 
and persistence from a few individuals at 
Club 21, to push for greater corporate 
involvement in the efforts to empower 
communities in the region. We are thankful 
because the unprecedented destruction 
witnessed across all three countries affected 
millions of people. Their recovery will take a 
long time. To be able to receive help from 
such a well-known brand certainly brings a 
lot of hope that this will propel the start of 
more of such partnerships.
I understand you have taken part in some 
leadership programmes. Can you 
elaborate on your experience with one 
such programme, and how it has helped 
inuence your journey as a non-prot 
leader or volunteer?
One of the programmes that stood out to me 
was the Women in Humanitarian Leadership 
course conducted by the United Nations (UN) 
at their training college in Italy.
On a global scale, we are considered a very 
small group, especially when we are 
compared to the UN. Singapore is small, 
and our NGOs too in comparison with some 
of the larger international NGOs, but when I 
met with the other leaders, it was clear that 
both sides had much to learn from each other.
My experience undergoing the course 
helped me appreciate more deeply that 
impact is not contingent on size.  
How has Mercy Relief’s size been an 
advantage and a disadvantage?
Our small size allows us to be nimble, quick, 
and adaptable. It also presents us with 
opportunities to meet more people and work 
with the ground communities, who are more 
welcoming and feel less threatened by our 
presence. But it also means we have to be 
more proactive in our network and in 
cultivating relationships.
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What are your plans for the future?
We will continue building strategic 
partnerships that will produce mutually 
benecial outcomes. However, we must also 
remember to cultivate our existing 
friendships. For instance, we concluded our 
CSR programme two months ago in 
partnership with The Food Bank Singapore. 
That partnership subsequently became an 
extension of the Ground Zero Run and it is a 
fantastic way to maximise our food usage in 
Singapore and help out people in need. 
 
What is your advice for other charities 
looking to embark on CSR programmes?
It is very important that they nd the right 
match. Both parties have to be committed 
towards providing the foundation a lasting 
impact on the beneciaries and this often 
means pouring in resources and time for 
longer than a year. That is why we believe in 
matching the expertise of these corporate 
organisations to fulll some of our 
operational needs at home, so that we can 
focus on the humanitarian work.
 
Also, always make time to acknowledge and 
appreciate the support that you receive in 
the form of posts on social media, or yearly 
thank-you cards. AC
CAPITALISING ON HOPE
Children are the hope of the future. It is with this positive 
perspective that CapitaLand Hope Foundation, real 
estate company CapitaLand’s philanthropic arm, was 
founded in 2005. Putting priority on supporting 
underprivileged children in the areas of education, 
healthcare and shelter, the organisation is funded by 
about 0.5 percent of CapitaLand’s yearly net prots.
Besides initiatives such as the CapitaLand Kids 
Programme, which offers nancial assistance to children 
from low-income families to further their studies after 
primary school, and CapitaLand Volunteer Day, which 
encourages employees to get involved in good work, the 
foundation also reaches out beyond Singapore to 
extend aid to communities in China and Vietnam.
Catalyst Asia spoke to Tan Seng Chai, group chief 
corporate ofcer for CapitaLand Limited and the 
executive director of CapitaLand Hope Foundation, 
about giving back to the community.
Tell us about the foundation and what it does.
CapitaLand Hope Foundation focuses on the social 
growth and development of underprivileged children in 
the communities we operate in. Beyond donations 
associated with charitable giving, we focus on giving 
time through advocating volunteerism. CapitaLand was 
one of the rst companies in Singapore to formalise 
three days of volunteer service leave for all staff. 
To further encourage them, the foundation donates 
S$500 to an approved children’s charity nominated by 
the staff when all three days of leave have been utilised. 
Last year, over 2,000 employees tapped on this policy, 
putting in more than 16,000 hours in volunteer activities. 
What type of volunteer services can employees 
participate in? 
We encourage our staff to actively volunteer their time 
and efforts. In our corporate philanthropy activities such 
as the CapitaLand My Schoolbag, we recruit staff 
volunteers to lead and interact with our children 
beneciaries and join them for a day of edutainment at 
our CapitaLand malls. 
Similarly, in our biannual International Volunteer 
Expeditions to CapitaLand Hope Schools in China and 
Vietnam, staff volunteers can sign up to be part of the 
expedition, where they can help with the refurbishment 
and enhancements to the schools as well as interact with 
the students. In the past two years, these expeditions 
have been oversubscribed by about 140 percent. The 
most recent trip (and our 24th expedition) was to the 
CapitaLand Xingfuzhilu Hope School in Inner Mongolia 
last September.
The inaugural CapitaLand Young Architect 
Programme was launched last July. Can you 
elaborate on this initiative? 
70 secondary students from low-income families went 
through a three-month mentorship programme centered 
on participatory design, to understand the spatial needs 
of users of various community spaces. 
To further inspire these students, the ve recipients of our 
‘Young Architect Award’ were offered a special student 
immersion programme with CapitaLand during the 
December school holidays. The programme involved 
experiential tours of CapitaLand’s iconic properties in 
Singapore and the opportunity to work with project 
development experts. 
The Community Development Councils are also 
conducting feasibility studies to explore implementing 
some of the students’ winning designs in their 
respective districts. 
CapitaLand was also involved in building an eco 
village for the underprivileged in the Philippines last 
year. Talk us through that.
Last May, close to 80 CapitaLand and Ascott staff 
volunteers and management from eight countries 
embarked on a ve-day volunteer expedition to 
Batangas City to help build the rst CapitaLand-Ascott 
GK Eco Village.  
They rolled up their sleeves to clear the building site of 
rocks and debris, prepared building materials like 
cement and laid bricks for the houses’ walls. Volunteers 
also helped plough and prepare a plot of land that will 
be used for community farming, and planted shrubs to 
spruce up the eco village. 
The eco village is built with reusable wood and has 
environmentally-friendly features such as an organic 
farm, as well as local water ltering. The local 
community also worked hand in hand with CapitaLand 
staff volunteers to create a sense of ownership of the 
homes, which they played a part in building. 
As a result, 20 underprivileged families and children 
will get new homes. CapitaLand Hope Foundation 
contributed three million Philippine pesos (about 
S$83,000) to construct these 20 houses. 
How has this culture of giving and volunteering 
impacted the staff? 
For many, especially [the] younger ones, working for a 
responsible company committed to good helps to 
energise them with a sense of purpose. 
Based on post-volunteer surveys conducted last year, 
more than 87 percent of staff who volunteer feel 
prouder working in CapitaLand, and said that they 
enjoy working in a company with a positive 
corporate culture.
 
With the experience that the foundation has 
accumulated over the past 12 years, what advice do 
you have for companies that are considering getting 
involved in corporate social responsibility initiatives?
When developing a corporate philanthropy 
strategy, it is important to be outcome 
focused. Keep an open mind when working 
with the non-profit organisation. Appreciate 
the cause and be clear on how to effectively 
address the beneficiary’s needs and achieve 
the desired outcomes. 
Companies should advocate for worthy causes that 
resonate with what they do at work, leveraging the 
expertise of their employees to help the community 
while also keeping the needs of the community in mind. 
In encouraging more employees to take part in 
volunteering activities, it is also important to be an 
advocate. The CapitaLand Hope Foundation board 
comprises members of the senior management, who 
regularly participate in our corporate philanthropy 
activities and show appreciation for the contribution of 
our employees. 
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Dr Chey Chor Khoon, 69, is well acquainted 
with the benets and challenges of 
corporate giving, having been the executive 
director of Lions Befrienders from 2015 to 
2017, and the executive director of APSN 
(Association for Persons with Special Needs) 
for ve years.
While leading Lions Befrienders, Dr Chey 
had the opportunity to run an organisation 
that serves seniors, including services like 
befriending, where volunteers visit isolated 
seniors weekly at their home to provide 
friendship and emotional support. At APSN, 
he oversaw schools that helped children with 
special needs learn to become active 
contributors to society.
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Children are the hope of the future. It is with this positive 
perspective that CapitaLand Hope Foundation, real 
estate company CapitaLand’s philanthropic arm, was 
founded in 2005. Putting priority on supporting 
underprivileged children in the areas of education, 
healthcare and shelter, the organisation is funded by 
about 0.5 percent of CapitaLand’s yearly net prots.
Besides initiatives such as the CapitaLand Kids 
Programme, which offers nancial assistance to children 
from low-income families to further their studies after 
primary school, and CapitaLand Volunteer Day, which 
encourages employees to get involved in good work, the 
foundation also reaches out beyond Singapore to 
extend aid to communities in China and Vietnam.
Catalyst Asia spoke to Tan Seng Chai, group chief 
corporate ofcer for CapitaLand Limited and the 
executive director of CapitaLand Hope Foundation, 
about giving back to the community.
Tell us about the foundation and what it does.
CapitaLand Hope Foundation focuses on the social 
growth and development of underprivileged children in 
the communities we operate in. Beyond donations 
associated with charitable giving, we focus on giving 
time through advocating volunteerism. CapitaLand was 
one of the rst companies in Singapore to formalise 
three days of volunteer service leave for all staff. 
To further encourage them, the foundation donates 
S$500 to an approved children’s charity nominated by 
the staff when all three days of leave have been utilised. 
Last year, over 2,000 employees tapped on this policy, 
putting in more than 16,000 hours in volunteer activities. 
What type of volunteer services can employees 
participate in? 
We encourage our staff to actively volunteer their time 
and efforts. In our corporate philanthropy activities such 
as the CapitaLand My Schoolbag, we recruit staff 
volunteers to lead and interact with our children 
beneciaries and join them for a day of edutainment at 
our CapitaLand malls. 
“In simple terms, corporate giving is about 
organisations giving back to society,” 
he explains. “This includes not just money 
but volunteerism.” 
Dr Chey believes that there are clear 
benets for businesses who engage in 
corporate giving. 
“Through corporate giving, the organisation 
can improve their public relations image. 
Being a champion of a charity creates a 
positive impression of that organisation in the 
minds of the public. If your company 
organises a volunteer activity once a month, 
it shows that your organisation is a caring 
one and not just one that simply exists to 
make money. That’s a powerful message that 
you can send to your staff. We’ve found that 
if staff feel that they work for a caring 
organisation, it gives them more motivation to 
stay on and give the best to the organisation.” 
Dr Chey also notes that businesses get a 
2.5 percent tax deduction on the amount 
they donate to charities, so corporate giving 
is also an advantage nancially. “In the end, 
you’ll nd that when you engage in 
corporate giving, it will come back and 
help the business.”
He cited the example of how Keppel  
Corporation benetted from volunteering 
with APSN, where staff in groups of 20 to 
30 volunteered their time to do things like 
cleaning and painting the premises, and 
taking special needs children on outings. 
“The Keppel Corporation staff were very 
happy doing good for others. It was a real 
bonding exercise for them, doing things 
together. There was a lot of interaction and 
you could see and feel the closeness of 
the volunteers.”
IT’S A WIN-WIN
During his time at the Lions Befrienders, 
Dr Chey saw how corporate giving 
benetted both the volunteers and the 
charity’s beneciaries. “The volunteers will 
come and organise activities for the seniors 
at our senior activity centres. The seniors 
were always happy when that happened 
because it gave them a chance to see new 
faces and experience new activities. For the 
corporation, it benetted them because it 
gave the volunteers an opportunity to serve 
others and do some team bonding.” 
He recalls a time when volunteers brought 
10 seniors to the Malay Cultural Centre. 
They arranged the transport, helped them 
get up and down the bus and hosted them to 
lunch. “Both the volunteers and seniors got to 
see a new place, it was an enjoyable 
experience for everyone, so there were 
benets all around.”
In terms of advice for corporations about 
how to engage in corporate giving, Dr Chey 
says they should have a well-developed 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) vision 
so that they can be very clear about which 
charity they want to support. 
“Identify a charity that serves your 
cause and then find out everything 
about them, including who their 
board members are, how their 
finances are, who the management 
staff is, what their corporate 
disclosure policy is and how 
effective their programmes are. 
Then you can see if the charity is 
worth supporting and that the 
money doesn’t go to waste.” 
Dr Chey also feels that small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) should get more involved 
in corporate giving. “In Singapore, everyone 
wants big companies like Singtel and Keppel 
but there are many other companies that are 
below the radar who should engage in 
corporate giving. SMEs are often hesitant to 
have corporate giving programmes because 
they think that they lack the funds and 
manpower. They worry that if they give, their 
bottom lines will be affected.” 
He feels the solution is for small companies 
to join forces. “If SMEs come together and 
Similarly, in our biannual International Volunteer 
Expeditions to CapitaLand Hope Schools in China and 
Vietnam, staff volunteers can sign up to be part of the 
expedition, where they can help with the refurbishment 
and enhancements to the schools as well as interact with 
the students. In the past two years, these expeditions 
have been oversubscribed by about 140 percent. The 
most recent trip (and our 24th expedition) was to the 
CapitaLand Xingfuzhilu Hope School in Inner Mongolia 
last September.
The inaugural CapitaLand Young Architect 
Programme was launched last July. Can you 
elaborate on this initiative? 
70 secondary students from low-income families went 
through a three-month mentorship programme centered 
on participatory design, to understand the spatial needs 
of users of various community spaces. 
To further inspire these students, the ve recipients of our 
‘Young Architect Award’ were offered a special student 
immersion programme with CapitaLand during the 
December school holidays. The programme involved 
experiential tours of CapitaLand’s iconic properties in 
Singapore and the opportunity to work with project 
development experts. 
The Community Development Councils are also 
conducting feasibility studies to explore implementing 
some of the students’ winning designs in their 
respective districts. 
CapitaLand was also involved in building an eco 
village for the underprivileged in the Philippines last 
year. Talk us through that.
Last May, close to 80 CapitaLand and Ascott staff 
volunteers and management from eight countries 
embarked on a ve-day volunteer expedition to 
Batangas City to help build the rst CapitaLand-Ascott 
GK Eco Village.  
They rolled up their sleeves to clear the building site of 
rocks and debris, prepared building materials like 
cement and laid bricks for the houses’ walls. Volunteers 
also helped plough and prepare a plot of land that will 
be used for community farming, and planted shrubs to 
spruce up the eco village. 
The eco village is built with reusable wood and has 
environmentally-friendly features such as an organic 
farm, as well as local water ltering. The local 
community also worked hand in hand with CapitaLand 
staff volunteers to create a sense of ownership of the 
homes, which they played a part in building. 
As a result, 20 underprivileged families and children 
will get new homes. CapitaLand Hope Foundation 
contributed three million Philippine pesos (about 
S$83,000) to construct these 20 houses. 
How has this culture of giving and volunteering 
impacted the staff? 
For many, especially [the] younger ones, working for a 
responsible company committed to good helps to 
energise them with a sense of purpose. 
Based on post-volunteer surveys conducted last year, 
more than 87 percent of staff who volunteer feel 
prouder working in CapitaLand, and said that they 
enjoy working in a company with a positive 
corporate culture.
 
With the experience that the foundation has 
accumulated over the past 12 years, what advice do 
you have for companies that are considering getting 
involved in corporate social responsibility initiatives?
When developing a corporate philanthropy 
strategy, it is important to be outcome 
focused. Keep an open mind when working 
with the non-profit organisation. Appreciate 
the cause and be clear on how to effectively 
address the beneficiary’s needs and achieve 
the desired outcomes. 
Companies should advocate for worthy causes that 
resonate with what they do at work, leveraging the 
expertise of their employees to help the community 
while also keeping the needs of the community in mind. 
In encouraging more employees to take part in 
volunteering activities, it is also important to be an 
advocate. The CapitaLand Hope Foundation board 
comprises members of the senior management, who 
regularly participate in our corporate philanthropy 
activities and show appreciation for the contribution of 
our employees. 
pool resources, they can actually support a 
range of charities in signicant numbers. So 
many more SMEs should come in and help.”
Dr Chey believes that having a strong 
leadership team is vital for non-prots to 
attract corporate givers. As a result, he 
enrolled in the ACE Capstone Leadership 
Programme for Non-Prots which trains 
executive directors for their high level 
leadership roles, hoping that the programme 
would help make him a more effective 
leader. Jointly developed by the Tote Board 
and the Social Service Institute (SSI), ACE 
includes a development programme called 
COMPass, which enables organisation 
leaders to understand their competency 
levels through experiencing simulated 
challenges typically faced by non-prot 
organisations. Among them is polling staff 
on their views of the executive director’s 
leadership style in areas like sense of vision, 
achievement of results and team management. 
“I found COMPass to be a very useful piece 
of research as it gave me feedback on my 
staff’s view of my leadership capabilities,” 
says Dr Chey.
One insight which he gleaned was that staff 
rated him as being slow in decision-making. 
“That was interesting because my staff’s view 
of my leadership capability was not the 
same as my own,” he adds. 
“I pride myself in being decisive and fast in 
giving a response, so I was trying to gure 
out why my staff saw me as a slow 
decision-maker. I realised that was because 
for major decisions, I had to consult with the 
Board, but my staff didn’t see this. They think 
the ED is the one who makes the decisions 
but I felt I had to clear decisions with the 
Board, so there was a mismatch in 
expectations. So during one of the town 
halls, I pointed out that the nature of decision 
making was not just by me alone. After I 
communicated this to the staff, they accepted 
it, so that was very helpful. COMPass was 
good for revealing blind spots in my 
leadership competencies.”
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Dr Chey Chor Khoon, 69, is well acquainted 
with the benets and challenges of 
corporate giving, having been the executive 
director of Lions Befrienders from 2015 to 
2017, and the executive director of APSN 
(Association for Persons with Special Needs) 
for ve years.
While leading Lions Befrienders, Dr Chey 
had the opportunity to run an organisation 
that serves seniors, including services like 
befriending, where volunteers visit isolated 
seniors weekly at their home to provide 
friendship and emotional support. At APSN, 
he oversaw schools that helped children with 
special needs learn to become active 
contributors to society.
PAYING IT FORWARD
“In simple terms, corporate giving is about 
organisations giving back to society,” 
he explains. “This includes not just money 
but volunteerism.” 
Dr Chey believes that there are clear 
benets for businesses who engage in 
corporate giving. 
“Through corporate giving, the organisation 
can improve their public relations image. 
Being a champion of a charity creates a 
positive impression of that organisation in the 
minds of the public. If your company 
organises a volunteer activity once a month, 
it shows that your organisation is a caring 
one and not just one that simply exists to 
make money. That’s a powerful message that 
you can send to your staff. We’ve found that 
if staff feel that they work for a caring 
organisation, it gives them more motivation to 
stay on and give the best to the organisation.” 
Dr Chey also notes that businesses get a 
2.5 percent tax deduction on the amount 
they donate to charities, so corporate giving 
is also an advantage nancially. “In the end, 
you’ll nd that when you engage in 
corporate giving, it will come back and 
help the business.”
He cited the example of how Keppel  
Corporation benetted from volunteering 
with APSN, where staff in groups of 20 to 
30 volunteered their time to do things like 
cleaning and painting the premises, and 
taking special needs children on outings. 
“The Keppel Corporation staff were very 
happy doing good for others. It was a real 
bonding exercise for them, doing things 
together. There was a lot of interaction and 
you could see and feel the closeness of 
the volunteers.”
IT’S A WIN-WIN
During his time at the Lions Befrienders, 
Dr Chey saw how corporate giving 
benetted both the volunteers and the 
charity’s beneciaries. “The volunteers will 
come and organise activities for the seniors 
at our senior activity centres. The seniors 
were always happy when that happened 
because it gave them a chance to see new 
faces and experience new activities. For the 
corporation, it benetted them because it 
gave the volunteers an opportunity to serve 
others and do some team bonding.” 
He recalls a time when volunteers brought 
10 seniors to the Malay Cultural Centre. 
They arranged the transport, helped them 
get up and down the bus and hosted them to 
lunch. “Both the volunteers and seniors got to 
see a new place, it was an enjoyable 
experience for everyone, so there were 
benets all around.”
In terms of advice for corporations about 
how to engage in corporate giving, Dr Chey 
says they should have a well-developed 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) vision 
so that they can be very clear about which 
charity they want to support. 
“Identify a charity that serves your 
cause and then find out everything 
about them, including who their 
board members are, how their 
finances are, who the management 
staff is, what their corporate 
disclosure policy is and how 
effective their programmes are. 
Then you can see if the charity is 
worth supporting and that the 
money doesn’t go to waste.” 
Dr Chey also feels that small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) should get more involved 
in corporate giving. “In Singapore, everyone 
wants big companies like Singtel and Keppel 
but there are many other companies that are 
below the radar who should engage in 
corporate giving. SMEs are often hesitant to 
have corporate giving programmes because 
they think that they lack the funds and 
manpower. They worry that if they give, their 
bottom lines will be affected.” 
He feels the solution is for small companies 
to join forces. “If SMEs come together and 
pool resources, they can actually support a 
range of charities in signicant numbers. So 
many more SMEs should come in and help.”
Dr Chey believes that having a strong 
leadership team is vital for non-prots to 
attract corporate givers. As a result, he 
enrolled in the ACE Capstone Leadership 
Programme for Non-Prots which trains 
executive directors for their high level 
leadership roles, hoping that the programme 
would help make him a more effective 
leader. Jointly developed by the Tote Board 
and the Social Service Institute (SSI), ACE 
includes a development programme called 
COMPass, which enables organisation 
leaders to understand their competency 
levels through experiencing simulated 
challenges typically faced by non-prot 
organisations. Among them is polling staff 
on their views of the executive director’s 
leadership style in areas like sense of vision, 
achievement of results and team management. 
“I found COMPass to be a very useful piece 
of research as it gave me feedback on my 
staff’s view of my leadership capabilities,” 
says Dr Chey.
One insight which he gleaned was that staff 
rated him as being slow in decision-making. 
“That was interesting because my staff’s view 
of my leadership capability was not the 
same as my own,” he adds. 
“I pride myself in being decisive and fast in 
giving a response, so I was trying to gure 
out why my staff saw me as a slow 
decision-maker. I realised that was because 
for major decisions, I had to consult with the 
Board, but my staff didn’t see this. They think 
the ED is the one who makes the decisions 
but I felt I had to clear decisions with the 
Board, so there was a mismatch in 
expectations. So during one of the town 
halls, I pointed out that the nature of decision 
making was not just by me alone. After I 
communicated this to the staff, they accepted 
it, so that was very helpful. COMPass was 
good for revealing blind spots in my 
leadership competencies.”
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Focusing on arts, education and welfare, Hong Leong 
Foundation under Hong Leong Group Singapore 
has made a considerable impact on the charities it 
has fostered.
Formed in 1980, where corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) programmes were almost unheard of, Hong 
Leong Foundation was already making waves with its 
philanthropic initiatives.
Catalyst Asia chatted with the foundation’s spokesman 
about the work it does.
Tell us more about Hong Leong Group’s CSR programme.
As the charity arm of Hong Leong Group 
Singapore, reaching out and helping the 
less fortunate in our society remains one 
of the foundation’s key priorities. In the 
past 35 years, we have worked on various 
community projects and encouraged staff 
involvement in our initiatives.
We organise annual charity events with some 4,000 
staff members rallied through our sports and 
recreational club.
Each of the companies under the Hong Leong Group 
umbrella (like City Developments Limited, Hong Leong 
Holdings, and Millennium & Copthorne hotels) also 
organise their own outreach activities to further engage 
employees, increase volunteerism among staff, and of 
course, to enrich the lives of the less fortunate.
What are some of the more notable projects?
We helped with the rebuilding of Wolong Primary 
School in Sichuan, China, that was devastated during 
the catastrophic Sichuan earthquake in 2008. We also 
contributed to the relief efforts for residents of New 
York in the United States who were affected by 
Hurricane Sandy in 2012.
Hong Leong Foundation has also made donations to 
the Asian Civilisations Museum – towards the 
development of new galleries and art spaces – to help 
foster a greater appreciation and awareness of local 
arts, heritage and culture, and to allow more people to 
tap museums as a source of knowledge and gain a 
keener sense of our heritage.
What are some of your most memorable moments with 
your beneciaries?
Hong Leong Foundation regularly takes underprivileged 
seniors on outings such as visits to the zoo and museums, 
taking a fun ride on the Duck Tour or simply to enjoy 
the city sights as part of its annual charity event, that 
also includes monetary giveaways to the needy.
Just last year, our staff volunteers and elderly 
beneciaries went on a tour of the different farms at 
Farmart at Sungei Tengah. Everyone enjoyed their 
experience visiting the goat, quail and vegetable farms, 
as well as interacting with the farmers and animals.
Regular visits are also organised to various homes for 
the elderly so that our volunteers are able to spend 
more time with those less mobile and are unable to take 
part in our excursions. We like to surprise the residents 
with special treats, and have even brought along 
qualied blind massage therapists from the Singapore 
Association of the Visually Handicapped so our elderly 
can have a relaxing good time. Our staff volunteers 
always have fun during these visits and value their time 
spent chatting and interacting with the seniors.
We also seek to bring joy to underprivileged children. 
One time, we organised a workshop for them to learn 
how to make traditional mooncakes from one of our 
own hotel chefs.
How did the staff react when CSR was rst introduced?
Our staff has always been supportive of our CSR 
initiatives and are quick to volunteer when the 
opportunity arises. Hong Leong Foundation provides a 
joint platform for all of our employees to give back to 
the community, while also giving them the opportunity 
to interact with colleagues from sister companies of 
Hong Leong Group Singapore. AC
Nestled in a quiet corner in Joo Chiat 
Complex and opposite the bustling 
Geylang Serai Market is PERTAPIS – a 
non-prot organisation launched in 1989 
and Singapore’s rst Malay Muslim 
halfway house.
Its executive director, Abdul Wahab 
Hussein, joined PERTAPIS as a volunteer 
after his retirement from the construction 
industry six years ago. Although he was 
sufciently equipped with leadership skills, 
the 62-year-old still faced some struggles in 
managing the place. 
PERTAPIS runs four residential welfare 
homes – the PERTAPIS Halfway House 
THE KAMPUNG SPIRIT
provides rehabilitative activities to 
ex-convicts; the PERTAPIS Girls and Women 
Centre puts female youths back on the right 
track; the PERTAPIS Children’s Home cares 
for and provides a safe and compassionate 
environment for children; and lastly, the 
PERTAPIS Senior Citizens Fellowship Home 
gives shelter to the destitute and elderly, as 
well as runs programmes for them to stay 
active and healthy.
With these four houses and around 170 
staff, Abdul Wahab likens the harmony in 
PERTAPIS to the ‘kampung spirit’, where in 
the past, neighbourhoods in Singapore 
were open and close-knit. 
A GLIMMER OF HOPE
For the past four years, Malay Muslim 
self-help group Yayasan MENDAKI has been 
running The Rising Stars Project at the Girls 
and Women Centre to allow its residents to 
immerse themselves in the arts. This includes 
vocal and traditional Malay dance classes to 
give the girls an outlet to express themselves 
and go beyond academics. 
This project had reaped three young 
talented girls who have since had their 
singles played on local Malay radio, as 
well as released music videos for their 
songs online. One girl in particular is 
13-year-old Aisha (not her real name) who 
gave birth last July. She had struggled 
growing up and was raised primarily by 
her grandfather, as her parents went in and 
out of jail.
Aisha shared that the centre’s programmes 
enabled the girls to bond and learn new 
things. “I was very emotional after the 
pregnancy and ever since I started to sing 
and record songs, I have gained a lot of 
condence. I want to learn more,” said the 
young songstress. 
“She was a very troubled girl, and after her 
pregnancy, became very quiet and kept to 
herself. This programme has allowed her to 
express her emotions through singing and 
you can really see a positive change in 
her,” recounted Abdul Wahab. He added 
that such activities “change their lives and 
gives them a purpose”. 
SCRATCHING THE BACK OF THE 
HAND THAT FEEDS YOU 
Abdul Wahab strongly believes that 
companies in Singapore should partake in 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
have it instilled as one of their core values. 
“CSR is extremely important. Companies 
should recognise the community and give 
back to the country where they are doing 
business in,” he urged. 
However, he pointed out that to have a 
more benecial impact on the members of 
self-help organisations, companies should 
dedicate longer periods of time to 
volunteering and be more hands-on. 
IBM Singapore has been actively engaging 
PERTAPIS over the past two years to help 
the residents – offenders serving the tail 
end of their sentences or abusers placed 
under community-based rehabilitation 
programmes – of its halfway house prepare 
for eventual employment upon release. 
IBM’s involvement includes holding 
motivational talks to boost the residents’ 
morale, painting the home as well as 
arranging events for the residents to meet 
and reconcile with their family members. 
IBM has also, to date, offered three 
residents employment opportunities. This 
came about after some of them showed 
interest in technology, thanks to the 
constant activities and interaction 
between IBM volunteers and the halfway 
house residents. 
HONING LEADERSHIP
To be able to run PERTAPIS successfully, 
Abdul Wahab makes an active effort to 
rene his leadership abilities. When he 
came across a course called Social 
Leadership Singapore (which was heavily 
subsidised by NVPC), he was drawn 
towards various aspects of it. “What 
attracted me initially was the course title 
– ‘Real Leadership’ by Dr Dean Williams. 
After reading the purpose of the 
programme offered, coupled with the fact 
that the facilitators were from Harvard 
University, I signed up for the course,” 
he explained. 
He added that the course provided visits 
and interactions with actual people who 
are faced with challenging social issues, 
which were valuable in fostering his 
leadership aptitude. “The programme has 
taught me to look deeply into strategies to 
handle complex issues to harness and 
mobilise people to reach the desired 
outcome. The programme also offers a 
more practical approach in handling real 
social issues and how effective tools can 
combat challenges.
“As leaders, we may not be able 
to provide solutions to all the 
problems or challenges faced by 
these residents. But by lending 
our ears and listening to the 
problems they face, we will at 
least bring light to real problems 
or challenges they face,” said 
Abdul Wahab.
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A prison is the last place you would expect 
to see an industrial kitchen in. But that’s 
exactly what Changi Prison Complex has 
within its premises.
And every day, 16 inmates – a number that 
may double this year – are hard at work 
preparing lunch and dinner for residents of 
10 nursing homes across the island.
Built last July, the Samsui Central Kitchen is 
the brainchild of Samsui Supplies and 
Services, a subsidiary of Soup Restaurant 
Group. It took a year and half to 
completely renovate the place, to the tune 
of a million dollars. Even before it could 
ofcially open its doors, 200 inmates had 
already applied for the position.
“We have been providing meals using our 
own commercial kitchen since 2013. But 
we felt the impact was quite minimal,” said 
Ang Kian Peng, Samsui’s director.
“We wanted to build an ecosystem where 
one group of beneciaries gets to serve 
another group of beneciaries. This will 
make greater impact as both groups can 
benet from each other. So instead of 
spending 23 hours in a cell, we created a 
platform for the prisoners to give back to 
the community.”
Each inmate is allocated a specic task like 
cutting vegetables or marinating meat. 
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Some are designated cooks while others 
are sent to pack the foods before ash 
freezing them. The kitchen churns out 
between 2,000 and 3,000 meals a day, 
with a different menu each day to expose 
the inmates to different kinds of cooking. 
Equipped with such skills, the inmates will 
have a job ready at Samsui once they are 
released from prison.
“The inmates already know their 
supervisors and colleagues. So they would 
be able to assimilate into our company 
culture immediately and be productive. We 
don’t have to take months to train them. So 
it’s a win-win for us,” explained Kian Peng.
He added: “It’s also a good thing for the 
inmates because they know what we do 
and what we stand for, so there will not be 
any culture shock for them.”
HOW IT ALL BEGAN
When Samsui rst started corporate giving, 
it was done on an ad-hoc basis – 
something that they found unsustainable. 
While looking for something more long-term, 
they stumbled upon a gap within nursing 
homes which they felt they were capable 
of lling.
“A nursing home’s core competency is to 
focus on taking care of its residents, not on 
things like hiring chefs or choosing 
suppliers. And what can they offer to bring 
in a truly good chef who is trained to cook 
meals for a few hundred people? 
They also do not have the buying power to 
ensure that the food is fresh and of good 
quality, and purchased at the best price. 
But this is something that we do very well 
and where we can really value add, as we 
understand the food value chain,” Kian 
Peng pointed out.
He noted that it was difcult at rst to get 
buy-in from the sceptical suppliers, who 
questioned his motives and wondered if he 
was just lowballing them. But when they 
realised that Samsui was taking its 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) work 
seriously, the suppliers cooperated. 
“Normally, rst cut of the products will go 
to all the chain restaurants as these are the 
suppliers’ main customers. The rest will go 
to wet markets and some other places. So 
we use this knowledge to buy cheap from 
the suppliers. 
We tell them, since we are already buying 
one tonne of vegetables per day from you, 
why don’t you just add on another 100 
kilograms or so? It really is not a major cause 
of concern for them,” shared Kian Peng. 
EAGER BEAVERS
On the contrary, it was not hard to convince his 
employees to volunteer their time to the cause. In fact, 
they were quite excited to do good. 
“We use CSR as part of our strategic 
manpower resources planning, something 
that we advocate for staff who are 
gunning for a promotion. We will give 
them a CSR project to organise and we 
will judge them based on how well they 
execute it. 
For our succession planning, it is very important that 
we get the right person to run the company. We 
would rather have someone who looks at how the 
company can contribute to the community long-term, 
rather than get someone who always goes for 
nancial returns,” Kian Peng elaborated.
Having carried out CSR work for about six years now, 
he noticed how corporate giving has brought more 
business for the company via word of mouth. In fact, 
there are now more returning customers who are 
impressed with Samsui’s CSR initiative and want to 
show their support.
“It has helped our company marketing-wise. Instead of 
spending money on advertisements, good CSR is part 
of our community bonding. So people get to know 
what our company stands for, and when they eat at 
our restaurants, they know that what they are eating is 
also helping the community,” said Kian Peng. 
He also stressed the importance of starting out small 
in the initial stages of CSR. It is best to do 
something within one’s comfort zone, and to nd a 
partner to do it with. 
“It’s not about the bottom line but about how you 
manage your resources. Do something that you are 
already doing every day which could be scaled up at 
minimal cost. Only then are you able to contribute to 
the best of your ability,” advised Kian Peng.
A prison is the last place you would expect 
to see an industrial kitchen in. But that’s 
exactly what Changi Prison Complex has 
within its premises.
And every day, 16 inmates – a number that 
may double this year – are hard at work 
preparing lunch and dinner for residents of 
10 nursing homes across the island.
Built last July, the Samsui Central Kitchen is 
the brainchild of Samsui Supplies and 
Services, a subsidiary of Soup Restaurant 
Group. It took a year and half to 
completely renovate the place, to the tune 
of a million dollars. Even before it could 
ofcially open its doors, 200 inmates had 
already applied for the position.
“We have been providing meals using our 
own commercial kitchen since 2013. But 
we felt the impact was quite minimal,” said 
Ang Kian Peng, Samsui’s director.
“We wanted to build an ecosystem where 
one group of beneciaries gets to serve 
another group of beneciaries. This will 
make greater impact as both groups can 
benet from each other. So instead of 
spending 23 hours in a cell, we created a 
platform for the prisoners to give back to 
the community.”
Each inmate is allocated a specic task like 
cutting vegetables or marinating meat. 
Some are designated cooks while others 
are sent to pack the foods before ash 
freezing them. The kitchen churns out 
between 2,000 and 3,000 meals a day, 
with a different menu each day to expose 
the inmates to different kinds of cooking. 
Equipped with such skills, the inmates will 
have a job ready at Samsui once they are 
released from prison.
“The inmates already know their 
supervisors and colleagues. So they would 
be able to assimilate into our company 
culture immediately and be productive. We 
don’t have to take months to train them. So 
it’s a win-win for us,” explained Kian Peng.
He added: “It’s also a good thing for the 
inmates because they know what we do 
and what we stand for, so there will not be 
any culture shock for them.”
HOW IT ALL BEGAN
When Samsui rst started corporate giving, 
it was done on an ad-hoc basis – 
something that they found unsustainable. 
While looking for something more long-term, 
they stumbled upon a gap within nursing 
homes which they felt they were capable 
of lling.
“A nursing home’s core competency is to 
focus on taking care of its residents, not on 
things like hiring chefs or choosing 
suppliers. And what can they offer to bring 
in a truly good chef who is trained to cook 
meals for a few hundred people? 
They also do not have the buying power to 
ensure that the food is fresh and of good 
quality, and purchased at the best price. 
But this is something that we do very well 
and where we can really value add, as we 
understand the food value chain,” Kian 
Peng pointed out.
He noted that it was difcult at rst to get 
buy-in from the sceptical suppliers, who 
questioned his motives and wondered if he 
was just lowballing them. But when they 
realised that Samsui was taking its 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) work 
seriously, the suppliers cooperated. 
“Normally, rst cut of the products will go 
to all the chain restaurants as these are the 
suppliers’ main customers. The rest will go 
to wet markets and some other places. So 
we use this knowledge to buy cheap from 
the suppliers. 
We tell them, since we are already buying 
one tonne of vegetables per day from you, 
why don’t you just add on another 100 
kilograms or so? It really is not a major cause 
of concern for them,” shared Kian Peng. 
THE NUMBERS GAME
They say money makes the world go round. 
But in PlayMoolah’s case, it believes that a 
healthy approach to the dollar sign 
includes values, principles, and most of all, 
knowing what one wants out of life. And
it is determined to educate people about 
the need to have a good and practical 
relationship with their own nances. 
Born out of the ashes of the 2008 nancial 
crisis, the social enterprise has since 
expanded its reach to Mauritius and parts 
of Africa. This year, it intends to explore the 
Malaysian and Vietnamese markets too.
Catalyst Asia spoke to Lee Min Xuan, 
PlayMoolah’s co-founder, to nd out the 
story behind the idea, passion, and how 
corporate giving can be a two-way street.
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EAGER BEAVERS
On the contrary, it was not hard to convince his 
employees to volunteer their time to the cause. In fact, 
they were quite excited to do good. 
“We use CSR as part of our strategic 
manpower resources planning, something 
that we advocate for staff who are 
gunning for a promotion. We will give 
them a CSR project to organise and we 
will judge them based on how well they 
execute it. 
For our succession planning, it is very important that 
we get the right person to run the company. We 
would rather have someone who looks at how the 
company can contribute to the community long-term, 
rather than get someone who always goes for 
nancial returns,” Kian Peng elaborated.
Having carried out CSR work for about six years now, 
he noticed how corporate giving has brought more 
business for the company via word of mouth. In fact, 
there are now more returning customers who are 
impressed with Samsui’s CSR initiative and want to 
show their support.
“It has helped our company marketing-wise. Instead of 
spending money on advertisements, good CSR is part 
of our community bonding. So people get to know 
what our company stands for, and when they eat at 
our restaurants, they know that what they are eating is 
also helping the community,” said Kian Peng. 
He also stressed the importance of starting out small 
in the initial stages of CSR. It is best to do 
something within one’s comfort zone, and to nd a 
partner to do it with. 
“It’s not about the bottom line but about how you 
manage your resources. Do something that you are 
already doing every day which could be scaled up at 
minimal cost. Only then are you able to contribute to 
the best of your ability,” advised Kian Peng.
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How did PlayMoolah come about?
My co-founder, Audrey, and I were still in 
university in the United States when Lehman 
Brothers went bust. So a lot of conversations 
between my friends and I revolved around 
money. One friend actually said, “Can you 
believe my parents are travelling around 
the world and I have to inherit their debt?” 
We realised that people’s relationship with 
money was causing a lot of problems, not 
only on a personal level, but on a systemic 
level as well. Why do people make bad 
decisions about money? So we looked at 
how children and their parents managed 
money and realised that money is not a 
kids’ problem but more of a parenting one. 
So in creating our rst product, we 
considered how to create a new kind of 
home-based solution for parents and kids 
to talk about money and effect behaviour 
change. And by using this game, we 
actually saw an increase in savings among 
kids. And that was the foundation for 
everything else.
What does PlayMoolah do?
We think of ourselves as a social 
innovation company tackling three areas. 
One is educational programmes and 
workshops, where we do a lot of 
play-based experiences for kids, youths 
and young adults to understand nancial 
literacy and get in touch with their 
relationship with money. Second area is 
digital, where we create online and mobile 
experiences. Last is community programme, 
where we organise “honesty circles” for 
people to talk about money without the 
fear of being judged. This has been 
running for three years. 
There are two things we believe in when it 
comes to money – clarity and control. 
Clarity about your values and relationship 
with money, and we use a lot of 
programmes to achieve that. Control is 
about the actual numbers and planning. 
We have codied the entire nancial 
planning process. We want to empower 
people with all the tools that a nancial 
planner has. They can go online and 
simulate their life in numbers. Fill up a 
budget sheet and see how it goes up to 
retirement. For example, if I take HDB 
loans, how will it affect my budget? How 
will it affect the age I can achieve nancial 
freedom? So we are providing the 
education and the tools to achieve clarity 
and control. 
You talked about “honesty circles”.
Have these helped anyone? How do you 
measure their success rate?
Let me cite one example. A long-time friend 
of our community suffered from depression, 
but was extremely values driven. He also 
happened to be a nancial planner who 
was still struggling with scarcity – no 
matter how much he had, he did not think 
it was enough.
He has been attending all of our honesty 
circles over the past three years and is now 
championing the freegan community in 
Singapore, having come to a place of 
feeling sufcient. He lives on S$50 a 
month, teaches others how to reuse edible 
veggies and things that people have 
discarded, and is given leftover food by his 
neighbours every day. 
So he lives his life on abundance from the 
community and no longer is motivated by 
money. But his story is the most extreme 
example of transformation. Other examples 
that highlight how successful our sessions 
have been include seeing people having 
a bit more clarity about their lives and 
having the courage to change jobs or 
pursue something that is more in line with 
their values. 
How much of what you do is about giving 
back to the community? 
We offer our services to schools, 
community clubs, and family service 
centres. We run a game-based simulation, 
where participants get to test their 
decision-making skills by earning, saving 
and spending money, buying a house, and 
experiencing ination. And from there, we 
unpack the learning. 
One of our sessions is called Moolah Run – 
an economic simulation game where 
students have to build a tower that 
represents their earning power. And to 
build that, they have to buy materials from 
our store, which has needs and wants like 
Kit Kat, decorations, scissors etc. And the 
students need to discern what is a want 
and what is a need. There is a bank and 
a grocery store too. The students have to 
deal with ination, pay for rent and buy 
enough food to last them for each round. 
When they reach the higher levels, they 
have to deal with brokerage – they can 
choose to invest their money or give to 
Mother Earth. 
We play the game once and most teams 
end up in debt. They take out loans from 
the bank and we tell them that if you do 
this in real life, what happens when you 
are in debt? But this is a game thankfully, 
so you get to try again. So they will reect 
– what went well, what didn’t, and what 
would they do differently. Then we play the 
game again but this time, it is more complex. 
And the students fare a lot better. 
When we worked with children from 
low-income families, one of the girls said 
she used to spend $150 on makeup. But 
after going through Moolah Run, she now 
only spends $60. Another guy said he now 
tracks where his money is going and 
actually feels the pinch when he spends, 
despite not planning to. 
Do you have partners when it comes to 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) work?
We worked with Credit Suisse, where we 
train their investment bankers in our 
play-based methods. We then send them 
to schools to deliver the programme for us. 
We did the same with insurance cooperative 
NTUC Income, training about 15 volunteers. 
We are now in our second year, and since 
we have some evidence of who are the 
ones who actually took action and have 
aspirations to become a trainer, I am 
hoping that we can train them and get them 
to do it for the second group and so on. 
We also tied up with Singapore bank 
POSB, which funded our low-income 
programme for children living in Boon Lay. 
We held a three-day money bootcamp for 
50 kids, ending with an entrepreneurship 
bootcamp. The kids then set up shop at 
POSB’s carnival and raked in earnings of 
up to $1,500 in a day. POSB matched 
their savings. 
How do you remain sustainable, both as a 
business and a social enterprise?
This is something we are still asking 
ourselves. We charge for training, and are 
also supported by the National Youth Fund. 
Our digital side is very new and we are still 
guring it out. 
However, I see sustainability 
today not as a point of breaking 
even, but as a modus operandi, 
because we do not see money as 
the only form of capital. In social 
enterprise, you have to be very 
creative in using whatever 
resource you have at hand. If you 
do not have money for something, 
find a partner. That is how we 
have been sustainable. 
I have always felt that a business must 
create value for the community. I had been 
learning a lot about how to embed doing 
good into our model. So I am starting to 
look at every part of our business to see 
how can that reect the values of 
PlayMoolah, the core driver of which is 
social economic justice. There is widening 
income inequality, mental health issues, 
and the monetary system is fundamentally 
not sustainable. So how can our operations 
model create a new path of sustainability 
and wealth generation that is both 
balanced and healthy?
Poverty is actually about income and 
access, and how to bridge the two worlds 
so that we distribute income and access 
more equally. That is what actually drives 
our work.
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They say money makes the world go round. 
But in PlayMoolah’s case, it believes that a 
healthy approach to the dollar sign 
includes values, principles, and most of all, 
knowing what one wants out of life. And
it is determined to educate people about 
the need to have a good and practical 
relationship with their own nances. 
Born out of the ashes of the 2008 nancial 
crisis, the social enterprise has since 
expanded its reach to Mauritius and parts 
of Africa. This year, it intends to explore the 
Malaysian and Vietnamese markets too.
Catalyst Asia spoke to Lee Min Xuan, 
PlayMoolah’s co-founder, to nd out the 
story behind the idea, passion, and how 
corporate giving can be a two-way street.
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How did PlayMoolah come about?
My co-founder, Audrey, and I were still in 
university in the United States when Lehman 
Brothers went bust. So a lot of conversations 
between my friends and I revolved around 
money. One friend actually said, “Can you 
believe my parents are travelling around 
the world and I have to inherit their debt?” 
We realised that people’s relationship with 
money was causing a lot of problems, not 
only on a personal level, but on a systemic 
level as well. Why do people make bad 
decisions about money? So we looked at 
how children and their parents managed 
money and realised that money is not a 
kids’ problem but more of a parenting one. 
So in creating our rst product, we 
considered how to create a new kind of 
home-based solution for parents and kids 
to talk about money and effect behaviour 
change. And by using this game, we 
actually saw an increase in savings among 
kids. And that was the foundation for 
everything else.
What does PlayMoolah do?
We think of ourselves as a social 
innovation company tackling three areas. 
One is educational programmes and 
workshops, where we do a lot of 
play-based experiences for kids, youths 
and young adults to understand nancial 
literacy and get in touch with their 
relationship with money. Second area is 
digital, where we create online and mobile 
experiences. Last is community programme, 
where we organise “honesty circles” for 
people to talk about money without the 
fear of being judged. This has been 
running for three years. 
There are two things we believe in when it 
comes to money – clarity and control. 
Clarity about your values and relationship 
with money, and we use a lot of 
programmes to achieve that. Control is 
about the actual numbers and planning. 
We have codied the entire nancial 
planning process. We want to empower 
people with all the tools that a nancial 
planner has. They can go online and 
simulate their life in numbers. Fill up a 
budget sheet and see how it goes up to 
retirement. For example, if I take HDB 
loans, how will it affect my budget? How 
will it affect the age I can achieve nancial 
freedom? So we are providing the 
education and the tools to achieve clarity 
and control. 
You talked about “honesty circles”.
Have these helped anyone? How do you 
measure their success rate?
Let me cite one example. A long-time friend 
of our community suffered from depression, 
but was extremely values driven. He also 
happened to be a nancial planner who 
was still struggling with scarcity – no 
matter how much he had, he did not think 
it was enough.
He has been attending all of our honesty 
circles over the past three years and is now 
championing the freegan community in 
Singapore, having come to a place of 
feeling sufcient. He lives on S$50 a 
month, teaches others how to reuse edible 
veggies and things that people have 
discarded, and is given leftover food by his 
neighbours every day. 
So he lives his life on abundance from the 
community and no longer is motivated by 
money. But his story is the most extreme 
example of transformation. Other examples 
that highlight how successful our sessions 
have been include seeing people having 
a bit more clarity about their lives and 
having the courage to change jobs or 
pursue something that is more in line with 
their values. 
How much of what you do is about giving 
back to the community? 
We offer our services to schools, 
community clubs, and family service 
centres. We run a game-based simulation, 
where participants get to test their 
decision-making skills by earning, saving 
and spending money, buying a house, and 
experiencing ination. And from there, we 
unpack the learning. 
One of our sessions is called Moolah Run – 
an economic simulation game where 
students have to build a tower that 
represents their earning power. And to 
build that, they have to buy materials from 
our store, which has needs and wants like 
Kit Kat, decorations, scissors etc. And the 
students need to discern what is a want 
and what is a need. There is a bank and 
a grocery store too. The students have to 
deal with ination, pay for rent and buy 
enough food to last them for each round. 
When they reach the higher levels, they 
have to deal with brokerage – they can 
choose to invest their money or give to 
Mother Earth. 
We play the game once and most teams 
end up in debt. They take out loans from 
the bank and we tell them that if you do 
this in real life, what happens when you 
are in debt? But this is a game thankfully, 
so you get to try again. So they will reect 
– what went well, what didn’t, and what 
would they do differently. Then we play the 
game again but this time, it is more complex. 
And the students fare a lot better. 
When we worked with children from 
low-income families, one of the girls said 
she used to spend $150 on makeup. But 
after going through Moolah Run, she now 
only spends $60. Another guy said he now 
tracks where his money is going and 
actually feels the pinch when he spends, 
despite not planning to. 
Do you have partners when it comes to 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) work?
We worked with Credit Suisse, where we 
train their investment bankers in our 
play-based methods. We then send them 
to schools to deliver the programme for us. 
We did the same with insurance cooperative 
NTUC Income, training about 15 volunteers. 
We are now in our second year, and since 
we have some evidence of who are the 
ones who actually took action and have 
aspirations to become a trainer, I am 
hoping that we can train them and get them 
to do it for the second group and so on. 
We also tied up with Singapore bank 
POSB, which funded our low-income 
programme for children living in Boon Lay. 
We held a three-day money bootcamp for 
50 kids, ending with an entrepreneurship 
bootcamp. The kids then set up shop at 
POSB’s carnival and raked in earnings of 
up to $1,500 in a day. POSB matched 
their savings. 
How do you remain sustainable, both as a 
business and a social enterprise?
This is something we are still asking 
ourselves. We charge for training, and are 
also supported by the National Youth Fund. 
Our digital side is very new and we are still 
guring it out. 
However, I see sustainability 
today not as a point of breaking 
even, but as a modus operandi, 
because we do not see money as 
the only form of capital. In social 
enterprise, you have to be very 
creative in using whatever 
resource you have at hand. If you 
do not have money for something, 
find a partner. That is how we 
have been sustainable. 
I have always felt that a business must 
create value for the community. I had been 
learning a lot about how to embed doing 
good into our model. So I am starting to 
look at every part of our business to see 
how can that reect the values of 
PlayMoolah, the core driver of which is 
social economic justice. There is widening 
income inequality, mental health issues, 
and the monetary system is fundamentally 
not sustainable. So how can our operations 
model create a new path of sustainability 
and wealth generation that is both 
balanced and healthy?
Poverty is actually about income and 
access, and how to bridge the two worlds 
so that we distribute income and access 
more equally. That is what actually drives 
our work. AC
Assistive technology is a current hot topic, 
with amazing devices that have changed the 
lives of their users. But what is it exactly? 
“Assistive technology can be any product 
that is being used to overcome a disability. 
Even a pair of glasses can be considered to 
be assistive technology, since it helps people 
who suffer from poor vision,” says Ivan Tan, 
46, manager of e-Accessibility at non-prot 
organisation SPD. 
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“Assistive technology has always been 
around, even in the early years of mankind, 
when people started using a tree branch as 
a crutch,” adds Ivan. 
According to Ivan, the rst breakthrough in 
assistive technology was the braille 
typewriter. Initially, to create braille reading 
material for the blind, you had to manually 
push a pin into paper. But now, the braille 
typewriter can punch holes into paper. 
Nowadays, the technology is even more 
impressive, with a US$5,000 braille keyboard 
that connects to the computer via Bluetooth. 
The blind user can read what is on the 
computer screen through a braille pad on 
the keyboard, and can do everything a 
sighted person can do with a computer, like 
sending emails and surng the internet. 
Another remarkable piece of assistive 
technology is a wheelchair that can be 
controlled by proximity switches near the 
head. It can sense the movement of the user’s 
head and control the speed and direction of 
the wheelchair through those movements. 
TO BUY OR NOT TO BUY?
So how does Ivan assess which technology 
to buy for his clients? He considers 
accessibility features like “Is it easy to use? Is 
it intuitive? Is it so simple to use that you don’t 
need to read a manual to operate it?” 
It is also important for Ivan that the device be 
customisable, enabling the client to change 
settings with ease. Take phones for example. 
Can you change the size of the fonts for 
clients with poor vision? Support for the 
product is another crucial factor. 
“Is the device easy to service or repair?” 
asks Ivan. “A lot of the support for assistive 
technology is from overseas. Since there are 
not a lot of people using assistive technology 
in Singapore (about three to ve percent of 
the population have disabilities), there’s 
usually no service centre in Singapore. So 
you have to send the devices overseas for 
repair. We try to deal with vendors who 
have local support.”
So what is lacking in assistive technology in 
Singapore? Cheaper devices and easier 
access to them, notes Ivan. Most assistive 
technology is imported but because of 
funding requirements, the need for 
documentation often delays the acquisition 
of assistive technology. “In other countries 
you can go to the shop and buy the device 
on the spot at the subsidised price, but we 
don’t have that in Singapore,” Ivan explains.
Funding is also an issue for Ivan. “It’s never 
enough. We denitely need more donations, 
government subsidies, and grants.” 
Even with the Assistive Technology Fund from 
SG Enable, which provides funding for 
people who need to buy assistive 
technology, their ability to purchase the 
needed product is limited by a S$40,000 
lifetime cap. So users who want to buy the 
head array wheelchair, for instance, would 
already bust that limit, as that wheelchair 
costs US$50,000. 
Ivan raises funding for his clients’ needs by 
writing to foundations, donors and 
government ministries for help. He also 
runs workshops at hospitals, teaches 
therapists and doctors how to use assistive 
technology, and conducts training courses 
for companies who hire disabled people.
LIFE MADE EASIER
Ivan himself suffers from dyslexia and relies 
on a whole array of assistive technology to 
help him cope. “Reading is a problem for 
people with dyslexia and I have to read a 
lot. I have to research new technology, so 
I have to plough through research papers 
and essays. I get my iPad to read the 
material out to me. I also have problems 
writing, so I use products to help me dictate 
the things I need to write and turn it into text 
on the computer,” explains Ivan.
Having a disability himself helps Ivan better 
understand the needs of his disabled clients. 
“For me, it’s very powerful when you 
can share more intimately about 
your disability with someone who 
also has a disability. I work with a lot 
of students with dyslexia, so I like 
being able to share what I can do and 
relate that to what they can try.  
My dyslexia gives me empathy for the 
struggle my clients have.” 
Knowing how hard it is for funding to come 
by, Ivan is grateful for any help rendered to 
either SPD or its beneciaries. Like the over 
S$280,000 raised in 2016 through "We 
Tech Care" events, in support of President’s 
Challenge. The monetary contribution 
supported the Microsoft YouthSpark 
Scholarship, which enables youths with 
disabilities to pursue tertiary education in 
elds related to information technology, as 
well as vocational IT skills training that will 
improve the employability of SPD 
beneciaries. Through these programmes, 32 
scholarships have been awarded, nearly 
100 persons with disabilities have been 
trained, and 30 have since found jobs.
However, SPD does not just receive aid – 
its staff also tries to give back to society by 
taking on corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) work. This includes cooking for 
hospice residents, volunteering at a soup 
kitchen, donating time and money to a 
children’s home, spending the day with 
elderly patients, and even cleaning and 
caring for rescued cats, dogs and rabbits.
Currently, over 300 SPD staff carry out 
CSR work one day in the year. But Ivan 
says the organisation is reviewing the 
programme to see if they should increase 
this commitment. AC
The concept of corporate “giving” is at a critical 
inection point. While traditional corporate 
philanthropy has played an instrumental part in 
supporting the social services sector in Singapore thus 
far, we are seeing new developments that will shape 
the space going forward.
A key development that could signicantly impact how 
corporates give in the future is a greater focus on 
sustainability and transparency. Recently, Singapore 
Stock Exchange (SGX) required locally-listed 
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POINT IN 
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companies to take a “materiality-based” approach to 
their business practices in environment, social and 
governance (ESG). Businesses are expected to improve 
the transparency of disclosures on what drives their 
corporate sustainability practices and how they are 
performing against their ESG goals. When applied 
with a social and community lens, sustainability 
reporting will place expectations on the senior 
management and board of listed companies to identify 
the “why”, “how” and “impact” of what they do.
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This trend represents signicant opportunities for 
corporates to shape their focus and approach towards 
supporting the community. Firstly, in engaging both 
social services organisations (SSOs) and not-for-prot 
organisations (NPOs) through a formal stakeholder 
engagement process required in corporate 
sustainability, corporates are more likely to discover 
and better understand the key social concerns and 
gaps, and how these can directly or indirectly impact 
their businesses. Secondly, businesses have an 
opportunity to identify areas where they can play a 
greater role in, and how their core competencies and 
people skills can value-add to society. Thirdly, as 
corporates leverage their core competencies, they will 
discover that no single company has all the 
competencies needed to solve complex social issues. 
This, I believe, will in turn help drive a fourth opportunity 
– greater collaboration and partnerships in the social 
ecosystem. There will be greater appreciation for 
collective and complementary partnerships to forge 
sustainable and signicant social impact.
As corporates collaborate on social impact, 
the expected link between corporate social 
responsibility and company branding 
mainly associated with a cash sponsorship 
model of corporate philanthropy, will start 
to diminish in importance.  
This trajectory, if materialised, will lead to the 
emergence of “shared value creation” between 
multiple stakeholders, a term coined by Michael Porter 
and Mark Kramer to reect the maturing state of 
corporate engagement into ESG issues – a direction in 
which corporate giving in Singapore and the region 
may be headed towards in the near future.  
IMPACT ON NPO SECTOR
I believe that the impact of these developments in 
the NPO sector will be equally signicant, perhaps 
even disruptive. 
NPOs which have traditionally been successful in 
seeking corporate philanthropic and public 
donations may have to reinvent themselves and their 
skills. A simple approach of “here is our cause, 
please donate and let us take care of the rest” may 
no longer pull in corporate funding. Expertise in 
fundraising campaigns may give way to skills in 
business development and strategic programme 
co-development with corporate partners. 
Corporates will no longer be happy to “donate and 
forget”, and will want information on the social impact 
of their programme. Not just “volumetric” impact 
(for example, how many disadvantaged students 
benetted from the programme?), but also sustained 
social impact (how many disadvantaged students 
progressed to higher education or achieved 
employment?). Many NPOs will struggle to assess and 
disclose such information to their corporate partners. 
Today, many NPOs also prefer to work in isolation of 
other NPOs. Competition and territoriality equally exist 
in the social sector, similar to the corporate world. In 
some cases, NPOs could be too sub-scale to be 
sustainable in the longer term without government 
funding support. If there is a move towards 
collaboration, NPOs will themselves need to become 
more person-centric in their approach.
NON-PROFIT AND CORPORATE 
STAKEHOLDERS COMING TOGETHER 
It is pleasing to see the many different corporates, NPOs 
and SSOs already actively mobilising efforts with the 
intent to shape these emerging trends and developments. 
The National Council of Social Services (NCSS) 
Volunteer Resource Committee, which comprises 
representatives from all stakeholder groups, aims to help 
NPOs build their capability to engage the corporates 
and their skilled volunteers more strategically. The 
NCSS Social Service Institute is helping to train NPO 
executives with relevant skills such as social impact 
reporting and collaborative partnerships. 
The National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre 
(NVPC), with their strong network of corporate and 
NPOs, has also initiated CoLABS to mobilise 
collaboration between different stakeholders around 
common cause-based issues, such as disability, ageing 
and disadvantaged youth. The recently launched 
Fellowship of Good initiative encourages corporates to 
embrace shared value and multi-sector collaborative 
approach, and provides the framework and 
approaches that will help corporates engage the 
non-prot sector more strategically. 
We are also seeing corporates take a more strategic 
and collaborative approach towards cause-based 
social issues. At Singtel, we have entered into 
collaborative partnerships with other like-minded 
corporates through the Singapore Business Network 
on DisAbility (SBNoD) and with partners like SG 
Enable to foster collective advocacy, support, 
mentoring and employability for persons with 
disabilities – something that we believe will help 
augment the skilled labour shortages in Singapore and 
also help build an inclusive society. 
Social innovation programmes such as the Singtel 
Future Makers Programme aim to foster knowledge 
and skilled-based collaboration between different 
stakeholders, in order to get stronger leverage on 
technology and innovation to solve social issues. 
Singtel’s digital citizenship programme, known as the 
Digital Thumbprint Programme, collaborates with 
mainstream and special needs schools, social 
enterprises, SSOs and NPOs to ensure our youths 
grow up safely and responsibly in a digital world, 
something which we see as material to the success of 
the digital ecosystem we live in.
One thing is certain, the dots are connecting in our social 
ecosystem. Hence, I believe Singapore will have the 
opportunity to set the stage for a global model of 
collaboration for social impact that many other countries 
and social issues could subsequently benet from.
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This, I believe, will in turn help drive a fourth opportunity 
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sustainable and signicant social impact.
As corporates collaborate on social impact, 
the expected link between corporate social 
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This trajectory, if materialised, will lead to the 
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corporate engagement into ESG issues – a direction in 
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please donate and let us take care of the rest” may 
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business development and strategic programme 
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Enable to foster collective advocacy, support, 
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disabilities – something that we believe will help 
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something which we see as material to the success of 
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Singapore’s society is becoming increasingly 
complex and diverse. Racial and religious 
divide grows more prominent as we contend 
with issues of religious fundamentalism and 
global terrorism. Wealth gap has been 
increasing over the past few years, hinting at 
class tension simmering just below the 
surface. And even as existing fault lines 
deepen, new fault lines are emerging.  
Migrant workers, for example, have become 
a deeply divisive issue that splits the nation 
in the past few years. Caught between our 
reliance on foreigners and the threat of 
overpopulation, this hot button issue 
uncovers a deeply entrenched ‘us’ versus 
‘them’ divide which expresses itself through 
bursts of xenophobic tendencies.  
With every racial skirmish and pot-of-curry 
spat, our national pledge is quickly 
becoming an empty rhetoric, a grim 
reminder that our supposed ideal of 
multiculturalism does not quite match the 
lived reality in our society. How do we build 
bridges across “race, language and 
religion” in concrete ways, and actualise our 
pledge of living “as one united people”?
STOP TALKING, START DOING
Research on Futures of Giving by the 
National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre 
(NVPC) indicates a growing trend of people 
wanting to do something to directly address 
the needs in society. We see this in the 
growing number of crowdfunding 
campaigns started by concerned individuals, 
asking the public to chip in to help someone, 
anyone, in need. We also notice more 
community-based initiatives started by 
groups of friends in moments of need, such 
as giving out free masks during the haze 
period and organising a reunion dinner for 
construction workers.  
Instead of relying on the government, 
non-prot or other institutional actors to solve 
existing problems, people in Singapore are 
ready to chip in. The Individual Giving 
Survey (IGS) 2016 found that 74 percent of 
givers in Singapore have either volunteered 
or donated informally. This means they give 
directly to beneciaries, instead of doing so 
through organisations. Furthermore, 
according to NVPC-Toluna Survey in the 
same year, 24 percent of people in 
Singapore said they are likely or highly likely 
to start a ground-up movement.  
EMPOWERING THE COMMUNITY 
AND EQUALISING THE 
PLAYING FIELD
Ground-up movements (GUMs), undertaken 
by the community for the community, reect 
a newfound sense of individual empowerment 
among Singaporeans. True to its name, such 
movements turn the top-down policy model 
on its head.  
GUMs typically start with an individual or a 
group noticing an existing gap or unmet needs 
in a specic community. They then dig deeper 
into the community to get a sense, directly from 
the ground, on how these needs could be met 
and what could be done together to solve 
the problem. This ‘ground-sensing’ at the 
community level is what makes ground-up 
movements so effective. By making 
community members resource persons and 
idea generators, the community becomes an 
organic part of the solution co-designed to 
address their own issues.  
This approach, while time-consuming, helps 
to equalise the playing eld, with the 
traditional ‘beneciaries’ now playing an 
active part to create solutions for their 
community. Take the New Life Stories’ Early 
Reader programme as an example. It was 
set up after conversations with incarcerated 
mothers during a prison visit. Conversations 
then continued to ow between prison walls. 
These mothers shared about their hopes and 
desire to be closer to their children. The 
same stories and wishes were whispered as 
we sat down with their families in the living 
room of their rental ats.  
We heard from over 100 families in 
group-sharing sessions, and had one-to-one 
sharing with some 60 incarcerated mothers 
and 30 families in their homes. They could 
not stop giving their ideas for the programme. 
The mothers themselves came up with the 
notion for them to read books in person to 
the children. My colleagues and I merely 
listened and connected the dots. It was in 
this spirit of consultation and co-creation 
that New Life Stories was born, and 
subsequently co-implemented with the 
incarcerated mothers and the elderly 
caregivers of their children.  
EMPATHY – OUR BEST 
INOCULATION AGAINST 
SOCIAL FAULTLINES 
GUMs help to bring people of various 
backgrounds together to promote 
understanding and discover common values 
they share, both with the community and 
other volunteers. In the last 15 years of my 
involvement with ground-up movements, 
I have observed that those involved in these 
initiatives, whatever the cause, tend to 
become more empathetic and 
compassionate. Most of them started with 
good intentions, along with some measures 
of hero complex and the occasional 
judgmental views. Over time though, these 
melt away to be replaced with a deeper 
understanding and love for one another. 
I have seen many volunteers who grow to 
love those whom they support or serve, 
regardless of ethnicity, religion, social class 
or nationality.  
The idea of Aidha, a social enterprise that 
provides nancial education and 
entrepreneurial skills to migrant domestic 
workers in Singapore, came from a woman 
whose husband was a Vietnamese refugee. 
His boat landed on St John Island in the 
1970s, and despite the unlikely 
circumstances, made good in Singapore. 
Inspired by his success story, Aidha spent six 
years with the migrant workers community, 
understanding their needs and co-creating 
our curricula with female migrant workers in 
Singapore. There was a lot of listening done, 
and a lot understanding passing between us, 
melting the barriers between Singaporeans 
and the migrant workers community. 
The way forward for Singapore to 
be future-ready is to to be 
inclusive, and one way to do so is 
to encourage more ground-up 
movements that could act as 
bridges across societal fault lines. 
Whether these fault lines cut 
across ethnicity, religion, social 
class or nationality, we can create 
opportunities for more people to be 
part of the solution. In the process, 
we collectively build a bridge of 
understanding for one another.
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TO LEAD FOR GOOD
If every non-prot organisation (NPO) chair 
had his or her way, every volunteer that 
steps up into a board leadership role will 
come ready to engage with the team, know 
the role’s expectations, and is committed to 
the leadership work of supporting the 
organisation and its mission and cause.
The reality however, is very different. 
When new board members come on 
board, the typical emotions range from 
shock, inadequacy, disappointment, 
isolation, and overwhelmed.  
How do we then manage and help shift the 
emotions they experience to condence, 
acceptance, enthusiasm, pride, and respect?  
The chair has to constantly be intentional 
and conscientious to build and nurture a 
[core] leadership team that is appropriately 
diverse, competent, and effective.  
However, we are aware that most NPOs 
face multiple challenges, often systemic 
and complex. And depending on which 
sector or the NPO, they are at different 
stages of development and capacity. 
Pathnder International identies the four 
stages of organisational development 
and progress as emergent, growth, 
consolidation, and mature. As the 
organisational structure evolves over time, 
the board structure too needs to 
similarly adapt.  
I was fortunate to have been involved with 
AWARE (Association of Women for Action 
and Research) since 2000 and took on 
various “skills-based volunteering” roles 
before taking on an executive committee 
position from 2004 to 2007, and stepping 
up into the board chair role in 2012. 
My volunteering journey evolved along 
with the organisation. I was fortunate to 
steward AWARE from its growth stage – 
characterised by the expanded and 
long-term goals being set – and increased 
its community outreach through to its 
consolidation stage. Here, it is 
characterised by a board that is fully 
functional, with strategic and sustainability 
plans implemented, and policies and 
processes in place to support staff 
empowerment. Four years later, as I handed 
over the chair’s role to my successor, 
AWARE is now rmly on its way to 
reaching the mature stage.  
I have found that the optimal composition 
of the board changes at each stage. 
The primary responsibility of attracting, 
engaging, developing and retaining the 
right board members rests on the chair’s 
shoulders but is made lighter and more 
enjoyable when ably supported by the 
executive director and advisors who are 
ex-board members.  
BOARD DIVERSITY
Having a non-prot board with diverse 
perspectives is an essential element of 
good governance. Each person will bring 
his or her own personal and professional 
contacts, functional expertise, and life 
experiences to their service on a non-prot 
board. A diverse board that is also 
sensitive to differences in gender, culture, 
age and religion is usually one that is in a 
stronger position to plan for the future, 
manage risk, make prudent decisions, and 
take full advantage of opportunities. 
Diverse boards are also more likely to 
attract an assortment of donors and 
grantmakers, who are increasingly focused 
on diversity.  
Homogenous boards often result in 
near-sightedness and group think. From 
personal experience, I have found that a 
heterogenous board promotes creativity 
and innovation, and encourages a range of 
voices with different understanding of 
constituents and community needs. 
At AWARE, we make an effort to ensure 
that women from marginalised groups are 
represented on the board. Our onboarding 
process for new board members provides 
information about the scope of AWARE’s 
work and their roles and responsibilities, 
as well as reinforces the values of 
inclusivity and personal growth that helps 
a team form, storm, norm and perform.  
This dimension is relevant for every stage of 
board development.  
BOARD COMPETENCY
Like any high-performing team, a non-prot 
board needs to work on strengthening its 
capabilities to meet its governance, legal 
and duciary responsibilities as well as 
supporting the organisation in realising its 
vision, mission, and strategic priorities. 
Continuous board development is key as 
board members usually come from outside 
the non-prot sector, and are unfamiliar 
with what and how to collaborate with 
staff, volunteers, members, and key 
stakeholders. A board retreat is a good 
opportunity to build alignment around the 
strategic plan, monitor progress against 
the agreed outcomes, and share 
knowledge, experiences, and opinions to 
help the NPO and board members 
continuously learn and improve.  
Where I have experienced problems is 
when boundaries and expectations are not 
clearly set, and differences in working 
styles have led to board dynamics that are 
less than optimal. At AWARE, we brought 
in a consultant to help us make the 
transition from an executive committee to a 
board. We encourage new members to 
attend workshops and forums organised by 
the Centre of Non-Prot Leadership, 
Singapore Institute of Directors, Social 
Service Institute, and others. We build in 
time at board meetings to explore what 
kind of inclusive culture we want to build at 
AWARE. This requires us to be ready as 
individuals and as a group to identify, 
confront, and work to remove blind spots 
and prejudices that are embedded in the 
board and organisation’s culture. 
This dimension is particularly relevant for 
boards at the growth and consolidation stages.  
BOARD EFFECTIVENESS
Board performance is widely recognised as 
a critical ingredient in a non-prot 
organisation’s ability to achieve long-term 
impact. How the board does its work with 
regards to people, culture, board 
processes, and decision efcacy is as 
important as what it does. In my rst year 
as AWARE chair, we undertook a major 
self-assessment exercise to review our 
policies and processes for volunteer 
management, project management, and 
communication and feedback. This 
involved getting inputs from past 
presidents, members, supporters, and key 
constituents, and putting up 
recommendations for further discussion 
with the same groups of people. To ensure 
that the enhancements would work well 
when implemented, pilot projects were set 
up and regular updates were provided on 
their progress.
In my experience, charisma can only get 
you so far. Sustainability counts on board 
members being able to separate 
themselves from their role to put the 
organisation rst. Knowing when to let go 
and let others build on your legacy is the 
personal challenge that every chair faces. 
For the longest time at AWARE, our 
challenge was to nd someone able and 
willing to take on the chair’s hot seat as the 
responsibilities and commitments are 
heavy. In my second term at AWARE, we 
put a succession planning process in place, 
which led to two eminently qualied board 
members agreeing to stand for election.  
This dimension is particularly relevant for 
boards at the mature stage.  
To lead for a good purpose is both a 
privilege and a responsibility, one that must 
be embraced with grace and courage. 
Even though they are volunteers 
themselves, board members play unique 
roles as stewards of governance, where, to 
quote NCVO, a network of voluntary sector 
organisations in England and Wales:
“Governance is about leadership 
and ensuring that an 
organisation is effectively and 
properly run. Good governance 
is the board’s responsibility.... It 
includes how the board is 
appointed and supported; how it 
works to ensure decisions are 
taken properly and the work of 
the charity is effective and 
furthering its purposes.”
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